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CHAPTER I 
BLACK REVOLUTIONARY DRAMATIC THEORY: 
ITS PRESENT STATUS 
Introduction -- Leroi Jones (Imamu Ameer Baraka) initially 
described and popularized the term "revolutionary theatre" in a 1964 
essay later collected in Home: Social Essays. ^ Jones postulated a 
theater which should "force change, " a political theater, a "weapon to 
help in the slaughter of these dim-witted fatbellied white guys who 
somehow believe that the rest of the world is here for them to slobber 
on", a theater which would "teach them their deaths. " To facilitate 
this end, he felt that the black dramatist should project blacks' 
victimized status in America and move these victims to commit them¬ 
selves to the "Destruction of America. " These victims, furthermore, 
should be moved not only to an understanding of what the world is, but 
what it ought to be. Thus, "The Revolutionary Theatre is shaped by 
the world, and it moves to shape the world. " 
Several aspects of this essay merit discussion, for they pro¬ 
vide the germ for conceptualizations about the purpose, content, and 
Leroi Jones, "The Revolutionary Theatre, " Home: Social 
Essays (New York, 1966), pp. 210-15. 
1 
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direction of present-day Black Revolutionary Theater. A fundamental 
assumption underlying Jones' theory, for instance, relates to his 
belief in the persuasive power of art. That is to say, art is seen not 
only as influenced by society but as an influencer of society. This idea 
is not in itself "revolutionary, " of course. Through the ages, and 
especially in modern times, literary art has been exalted and condemned, 
defended and censored, on just this premise. The assumption, then, is 
that art can influence man's perceptions about the world and move him 
to "act, " that theater can serve as a social instrument, a "political 
weapon. " 
A second significant aspect of this theory is the proscription 
it places on the dramatist, on the ethical content of his work: 
The Revolutionary Theatre must Accuse and Attack. . . 
because it is a theatre of victims. ... We must make 
an art that will function so as to call down the actual 
wrath of world spirit. . . . This should be a theatre 
of World Spirit. Where the spirit can be shown to be 
the most competent force in the world. ... It must 
be food for all those who need food, and daring propa¬ 
ganda for the beauty of the Human Mind. . . . The 
play which will split the heavens for us will be called 
THE DESTRUCTION OF AMERICA. 
Essentially, the play's perspective is to be consistent with the view¬ 
point of the oppressed, or more specifically, blacks' oppression in 
white America. The play should not only reveal this status but also 
provide the psychic sustenance which would commit these "victims" 
unequivocably to the "destruction of America, " to the destruction 
3 
of the anti-humanistic spirit practiced by her society. 
Artistically, vividness of portrayal is complementary to this 
black perspective since it is this concreteness which facilitates 
persuasion from either an ethical or activist point of view: 
We will talk about the world, and the preciseness with 
which we are able to summon the world will be our art 
.... And what we show must cause the blood to rush 
. . . cause their deepest souls to move, and they will 
find themselves tensed and clenched, even ready to die 
at what the soul has been taught. We will scream and 
cry, murder, run through the streets in agony, if it 
means some soul will be moved to actual life under¬ 
standing of what the world is, and what it ought to be. 
What the world "is" and "ought" to be; what black people are 
and ought to be: these two concepts, in addition to the premise that art, 
specifically the theater, is to serve as a social instrument and is to be 
written from a black (nationalist) perspective, have been retained and 
expanded by later theorists. Only Jones' concern with directing 
material to the white audience, toward teaching whites "their death, " 
has been de-emphasized, or ideally, eradicated as black playwrights 
and artists in general write for and to a black audience. 
What Jones and other theorists have done since this early 
essay was written, then, is to provide a broader, more cohesive con¬ 
ceptual framework for Black Revolutionary Theater. As early as the 
spring of 1964, Jones and a number of other black artists initiated the 
4 
Black Arts Repertoire Theater and School in Harlem. Although this 
3 
enterprise was in existence for only seven months, the group was 
able to produce several plays (among them Jones' Dutchman, Black 
Mass, Experimental Death Unit #1 and Jello) and to have a series of 
poetry readings and concerts. Nevertheless, the Black Arts 
Repertoire Theater and School was forced to close down after the Office 
of Economic Opportunity cut off its funds and after "internal problems" 
4 
caused its disintegration from within. 
Harold Cruse suggests that the failure of the Black Arts 
Repertoire Theater and School can be partly attributed to the lack of a 
foundation of cultural nationalism from which to operate: 
. . . the Negro creative intellectual, as writer, artist 
and critic has no cultural philosophy, no cultural 
methodology, no literary and cultural critique on him¬ 
self, his people, or on America. Hence he cannot create, 
establish, and maintain a code of cultural ethics, an 
artistic standard, a critical yardstick or any kind of 
cogent and meaningful critique on society that might 
enable him to fashion viable and lasting institutions in the 
cultural spheres that motivate progressive movements. 
^ Larry Neal, "The Black Arts Movement, " The Black Ameri¬ 
can Writer, Vol. II; Poetry and Drama, ed. C. W. E. Bigsby 
(Baltimore, Maryland, 1969), p. 191. 
^Harold Cruse, "The Harlem Black Arts Theatre, " The Crisis 
of the Negro Intellectual (New York, 1967), p. 539. 
^Neal, "The Black Arts Movement, "op. cit. , pp. 191-92. 
^Cruse, "Harlem Black Arts Theatre, " op. cit. , pp. 536-39. 
5 
In addition to this, Cruse suggests that attempts to link up this cultural 
institution to political and economic organizations were inadequate for 
sustaining broader community support. Hence, he concludes 
Leroi Jones, after establishing the Black Arts Theater, 
tried then to play the role of political spokesman on 
nationhood, in the absence of any official organization 
established to back up his political pronouncements 
about 'destroying the system. 
These comments are significant for they parallel the more 
recent framework for theorizing about black revolutionary art. 
Presently, theoretical assumptions about Black Revolutionary Theater, 
or black revolutionary art in general, proceed from a cultural 
nationalist framework. As nationalists, the proponents of cultural 
nationalism believe that black people, however dispersed within 
America, constitute a nation of people , an African people, whose goal 
is self-determination or liberation. But as "cultural" nationalists, 
they insist on the primacy of culture in effecting this liberation, "for it 
7 
is the cultural revolution which gives direction to violent revolution. " 
At present, this position is at variance with revolutionary 
nationalist groups (i.e., the Black Panthers) who favor world revolution, 
the displacement of capitalism, colonialism, and imperialism by 
^Cruse, "Harrem Black Arts Theatre," op. cit. , p. 540. 
^Alphonso Pinkney, "Contemporary Black Nationalism, " Black 
Life and Culture in the United States, ed. Rhoda L. Goldstein (New York, 
1971), p. 251. 
6 
socialism, as a prerequisite to cultural revolution. As a matter of 
fact, because their framework is Marxist-Leninist, the ultimate goal 
O 
of the Black Panthers emphasizes class over race. And, unlike 
cultural nationalists who feel that black people are not yet ready for 
the use of revolutionary violence, revolutionary nationalists like the 
Black Panthers maintain that the country is already in a state of guerilla 
warfare. ^ 
The two cultural nationalist organizations that have had the 
most profound influence on black revolutionary dramatic theory are 
the US Organization in Los Angeles, California, which was founded by 
Maulana Ron Karenga in the mid-sixties, and the Black Development 
and Defense (1968) headed by Leroi Jones, which is an outgrowth of 
Jones' Spirit House Movers, Newark, New Jersey. According to 
Karenga, "US is a cultural organization dedicated to the creation, 
recreation, and circulation of Afro-American Culture. " Similarly, 
Newark's US-inspired organization, BCD, is dedicated to the "creation 
of a new value system for the black community. (Actually, Jones 
and Karenga are indebted to each other: Karenga admits that he owes 
much to the theory implicit in Jones' writings while Jones admits to 
O 
Pickney, "Black Nationalism,"op. cit. , p. 254. 
9Ibid. , p. 256. 
IQlbid. , p. 250. 
7 
having utilized organizational aspects of Karenga's well-structured 
11 
program. ) 
Jones has summarized the basic cultural nationalist position 
in an essay called "A Black Value System, " a system devised to 
unify the black community, to give "identity, purpose, and direction!1 
to the black liberation movement. "Revolution" in this framework (or 
National Liberation as he prefers to call it) is "the restoration of our 
national sovereignty as a people, a people . . . equipped to set new 
12 
paths for the development of man. " This goal, he feels, can be 
achieved only by a people who consciously desire such, for a nation 
is made the way people feel it should be made. It is willed into exis¬ 
tence by a people who are disciplined and dedicated and who have 
internalized a value system that will encourage them to persevere as 
long as necessary, a value system superior to the one that now enslaves 
black people: 
There is no violent revolution except as the result 
of the black mind expanding, trying to take control 
of its own space. Our armies are not yet formed, 
as armies. We cannot fight a war, an actual 
physical war with the forces of evil just because we 
are angry. We can begin to build. We must begin 
to build black institutions. In all the different 
aspects of culture, Political, Religious, Social, 
* •'■David Llorens, "Ameer (Leroi Jones) Baraka, " Ebony, XXIV, 
(August, 1969), 80. 
■^Leroi Jones, A Black Value System (Newark), 1970), p. 6. 
8 
Economie, Ethical, Creative, Historical institutions, all based 
1 3 on a value system that is beneficial to black people. 
The immediate objective, then should be nation-building, 
nation-building consistent with these seven principles: 
Umoja (Unity) -- To strive for and maintain unity in the 
family, community, nation and race. 
Kujichagulia (Self-Determination) -- To define ourselves, 
name ourselves, and speak for ourselves, 
instead of being defined, and spoken for 
by others. 
Ujima (Collective Work and Responsibility) -- To build and 
maintain our community together and to 
make our brothers' and sisters' problems 
our problems and to solve them together. 
Ujamaa (Co-operative Economics) -- To build and maintain 
our own stores, shops, and other businesses 
and to profit together from them. 
Nia (Purpose) -- To make our collective vocation the building 
and developing of our community in order to 
restore our people to their traditional great¬ 
ness. 
Kuumba (Creativity) -- To do always as much as we can, in 
the way we can in order to leave our commu¬ 
nity more beautiful and beneficial than when 
we inherited it. 
Imani (Faith) -- To believe with all our heart in our parents, 
our teachers, our leaders, our people and 
the righteousness and victory of our struggle. 
■*-3jones, Black Value System, op. cit. , p. 10. 
^^Ibid., p. 1. 
14 
9 
It is this emphasis on "nation-building, " which is the motive 
force behind Karenga’s isolation of the three social characteristics 
of black art which make it revolutionary. Briefly, it must be 
15 
"functional, collective, and committing. " This first characteristic 
challenges the view that the artist is free to write about whatever he 
wishes, that artistic creation is not subject to any external considera¬ 
tions other than those the author himself wishes to impose. For within 
the cultural nationalist framework, the artist is not an "individual" 
but a social being; he does not create for the individual or personal 
satisfaction of creating but for the purpose of helping to build the black 
nation: 
You must ask of each new idea or dissociation that comes 
to mind, what does this have to do with bringing about 
unity for black people, what does it contribute to black 
people's self-determination--does it have anything to do 
with Ujima, collective work and responsibility, and so 
on. 16 
The artist is not so much an individual who creates for his own self¬ 
edification, then, as much as he is a "spiritual leader, " an "Imamu. " 
Karenga's second characteristic, that art must be collective, 
relates to the origin of and audience for black revolutionary art. In 
^Ron Karenga, "Black Cultural Nationalism, " The Black 
Aesthetic, ed. Addison Gayle, Jr. (Garden City, N. Y., 1971), p. 33. 
16 Jones, Black Value System, op. cit. , pp. 12-13. 
10 
terms of its audience, it should be directed to black people since 
black nation-building is the primary objective. The question of origin 
raises several considerations. Karenga insists that black revolution¬ 
ary art must be "from the people and returned to the people in a form 
,, 
17 
more beautiful and colorful than it was in real life ; Leroi Jones 
18 
that it must be the "common expression of the people. " In essence, 
both clarifications suggest that the black revolutionary artist is to 
gauge the community's consciousness and fashion a work which will 
respond to this consciousness. 
There is, though, an inherent contradiction in the definition 
of collectivity and the already stated role of the artist. If, as Jones 
suggests, a value system, the "spine" of a culture, is "how you live, 
n
19 
to what end, " the assumption that a cultural revolution is needed pre¬ 
supposes that the "way" black people in general live and the "end" to which 
they live need revolutionizing. Is the artist a "spiritual leader" or does 
he only respond to the "needs" of the people as they perceive them? 
Remembering that cultural nationalists already have a framework, a 
value system which gives "identity, purpose and direction" to them as 
individuals and as artists, the artist must necessarily remain primarily 
17 Karenga, "Black Cultural Nationalism. " op. cit. , p. 35. 
18 
Leroi Jones, "Black (Art) Drama Is the Same as Black Life, " 
Ebony, XXVI, IV (February, 1971), 82. 
19 Jones, Black Value System, op. cit. , p. 4. 
11 
a "spiritual leader. " His task seems more to educate, to inspire the 
community audience to adopt a value system which the "spiritual 
leaders" feel is more beneficial to them. This is the only conception 
of the artist which is consistent with his function, a function designated 
by cultural nationalists themselves. 
Karenga's final characteristic of black revolutionary art, that 
it must be committing, also proceeds from the overall objective of 
black nation-building. It must inspire or commit black people to revo¬ 
lutionary change, to national liberation. 
The entire logic of black revolutionary dramatic theory hinges 
on two premises then. The belief in the persuasive power of art and 
the conviction that a "cultural revolution" among black people is 
necessary to insure the success of a meaningful political one. The 
theorists undoubtedly agree with Carolyn Gerald who insists that "by 
guiding, by controlling our associations, the image-maker can, and 
20 
usually does, shape our view of reality. " Image-making, positive, 
liberating image-making from a black nationalist perspective is the 
guiding force in this theory. Black theater simply becomes one of the 
artistic forms for effecting a "cultural revolution. " 
Subsequent chapters will focus on several plays which are 
representative of Black Revolutionary Drama. The framework of these 
^Carolyn F. Gerald, "The Black Writer and His Role, 11 The 
Black Aesthetic, op. cit. , p. 371. 
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chapters will be necessarily limited to a discussion of both the thematic 
and structural emphases of the plays which classify them as "revolu¬ 
tionary. " In the interest of cohesion, all the significant aspects of any 
given play cannot and will not be treated. Of course, this restriction 
will be expecially noticeable with Leroi Jones (Imamu Ameer Baraka) 
whose earliest works (i.e., Dutchman, The Slave) often have interpre¬ 
tations beyond, but not excluding, the framework from which the works 
are approached. Since Jones is both the progenitor of and a guiding 
force in Black Revolutionary Drama, special attention will be devoted 
in the second chapter to the thematic and structural aspects of his early 
and later plays that have significance within the movement. Subsequent 
chapters will explore the work of other playwrights: the third in terms 
of thematic emphases, the fourth in terms of salient structural 
characteristics. The concluding chapter will attempt to place Black 
Revolutionary Drama in a comprehensive perspective which takes into 
account both the theory as analyzed in the first chapter and the actual 
practice of plays surveyed in later chapters. 
CHAPTER II 
LEROI JONES: 
THE "IMAMU" OF BLACK REVOLUTIONARY THEATER 
That Leroi Jones (Imamu Ameer Baraka) may be considered 
the "Imamu" or "spiritual leader" of Black Revolutionary Drama is not 
merely a conclusion drawn from the obvious--that it was he who called 
for such a literary form--but a simple recognition that his work embodies 
tendencies, on both the ethical and artistic levels, which later theore¬ 
ticians and playwrights have utilized in varying degrees. Ed Bullins, an 
influential playwright in Black Revolutionary Drama, has acknowledged 
both his and others' debt to him: 
I guess Leroi Jones influenced me most directly. . . . 
Leroi has greatly influenced many young Black artists. 
We know that the Man (Leroi) has changed theatre in 
this country. His contribution to Black theatre will have 
a great effect on all theatre in this country. ^ 
And as stated in the introduction, Maulana Ron Karenga, whose theories 
about what constitutes black revolutionary art and whose "Nguzo Saba" 
or Seven Principles have become the ethical base for Black Revolutionary 
Drama, has also admitted that it was the theory implicit in Jones' early 
^Marvin X, "Interview with Ed Bullins, " New Plays from the 
Black Theatre, ed. Ed. Bullins (New York, 1969), pp. xiii-xv. 
13 
14 
writings which was influential in the formulation of his cultural nationalist 
position. Discussion in this chapter will be primarily limited to a 
descriptive analysis of several of Jones' plays. References to possible 
"influences" or "similarities" will be made in the subsequent chapters 
which treat the work of other playwrights in the movement. 
The aspiration which informs both Jones' theories and the 
ethical content of his work is national liberation for the black man. 
When he tells us that the revolutionary theater should "Accuse and Attack, " 
that it should "Expose, " or that it should be a political weapon to aid in 
2 
"THE DESTRUCTION OF AMERICA, " it is National Liberation which 
he feels will be facilitated by this form. What Jones advocates is not so 
much the destruction of physical America by violent means but, rather, 
a murdering of the oppressive, exploitative spirit that informs the 
character of her society: 
I advocate a violence, a literal murdering of the Ameri¬ 
can socio-political stance, not only as it directly concerns 
American Negroes, but in terms of its strangle-hold on 
most of the modern world. ^ 
Recognizing the dynamics of the socialization process, a 
process which seeks to insure that the members of a given society 
conform to the values or mores of that society, Jones feels it is 
Leroi Jones, "The Revolutionary Theatre, " Home, op. cit., 
pp. 210-15. 
3jones, "What Does Nonviolence Mean, " Home, op, cit. , 
p. 151. 
15 
necessary for the black man to see himself as culturally different from 
the white man or be moved to desire such. What he advocates, then, is 
a desecration of idols: 
The changing of images, of references is the Black Man's 
way back to the racial integrity of the captured African 
.... To see the white man as separate and as enemy 
.... The song title 'A White Man's Heaven Is a Black 
Man's Hell' describes how complete an image reversal 
is necessary in the West. Because for many Black people, 
the white man has succeeded in making this hell seem like 
heaven.^ 
So it is that so many of Jones' plays have to do with the dese¬ 
cration of idols and, either explicitly or implicitly, the supplying of 
5 
directive images. In Madheart (1966), for instance, a black man 
ritualistically murders the Devil Lady (Whiteness) but finds that her in¬ 
fluence has not been destroyed, for she lives on in two black women, a 
mother and a daughter. Jones then shows us, quite vividly, the madness 
that animates the two. 
Madheart ends with the black man merely vowing to do what 
he can to convince the mother and daughter to renounce their "madness", 
but three other plays suggest that black people mend their reactionary 
ways in a more arresting manner. In Experimental Death Unit #1 (1964),^ 
^Jones, "The Legacy of Malcolm X, " Home, op. cit. , p. 247. 
^Leroi Jones, Four Black Revolutionary Plays (New York, 1969), 
pp. 69-87. 
^Ibid., pp. 1-15. 
16 
for instance, two white degenerates who find their sexual pleasures in 
the black community and a black woman who is compliant with their 
whims are murdered by black revolutionaries. This play illustrates a 
principle Jones expressed in one of his essays: 
Western Culture (the way white people live and think) is 
passing. If the Black Man cannot identify himself as 
separate, and understand what this means, he will 
perish along with Western Culture and the white man. ^ 
The first part of this play underscores the degeneracy of the 
three. Not only is their conversation filled with sexual obscenities and 
vulgarities, but they also engage in a perfectly disgusting version of 
sex-play. The black woman's actions are meant to contrast sharply with 
those of her brothers. These are engaged in armed struggle in an effort 
to destroy the "white thing. " They come in looking "weary and full of 
combat. " After they shoot the two men and the woman, they decapitate 
the two men, mount their heads on poles, and march onward, the three 
bodies left piled together on the stage as a grim reminder and warning. 
This same strategy is employed in Junkies Are Full of (Shhh. . . ) 
g 
(1971). Here five big-time Italian narcotics suppliers (who saturate 
the black community with drugs for both financial and political reasons) 
and their black pusher are killed. The five Italians are gunned down; 
Bigtime, the black pusher, is given an overdose. At the end of the play, 
7 
Jones, "The Legacy of Malcolm X, ", op. cit. , p. 247. 
g 
Woodie King and Ron Milner, eds. , Black Drama Anthology 
(New York, 1972), pp. 11-23. 
17 
the lights go down momentarily only to come up again on two bodies 
hanging from a light pole on a street corner. One sign reading "Master" 
hangs around the Italian's neck; Big-time has a sign reading "Slave" 
around his neck and a needle protruding from his arm. 
o 
In another play, Police (1968), a policeman who is a menace 
to his race is not killed by others but is goaded into killing himself. 
But the impact of the play lies in its development of the "Uncle Tom" 
theme, a theme which reappears in several of Jones' plays and those 
of other playwrights in the movement. The play has an exprèssionistic 
structure with the primary action being a series of symbolic scenes 
which supply both the background and the "message" for the play. 
At the beginning of the play, black people are taunting a police¬ 
man with phrases like "Hello .... Discovery. . . . Evolve. " They 
continue with "Tell the world you don't want to integrate. . . . We 
want to help you Evolve. " We soon discover that the black man is being 
harassed in a manner calculated to make him feel the burden of his guilt. 
In an attempt to make him feel guilty about killing black people, several 
in the group assume a series of roles. From their enactment of clipped 
scenes, we learn that the policeman has killed a black man who was in 
the process of robbing a business. The policeman would prefer to believe 
g 
Leroi Jones, "Police, " The Drama Review, XII, iv (Summer, 
1968), 112-115. 
18 
all this was in the line of duty, but the robber is shown to be a "victim" 
of forces within our society. In one scene, for instance, a black 
woman is seen nagging her husband because he is unable to provide 
her with the soft life she has seen mirrored in television programs. 
She reminds him that he has no money, "no life in the sun. " He can 
only "swagger black heaviness. " They soon begin fighting and the scene 
freezes in a tableau. The next enactment shows him robbing a business 
and being killed by the black policeman. 
In Jones' scheme, the policeman is held accountable because 
the robber is a "victim". As a black man living in a materialistic yet 
racist society, he is bombarded with images of "goodies" he is unable 
to obtain. His values and the black woman's values are warped, to be 
sure, but this is inevitable given the nature of this society. Men are 
socialized to value "things" then condemned when they try to acquire 
"things" illegally, even though the masses of people are unable to ac¬ 
quire them any other way. 
The tenor of the policeman's defense is one which will recur, 
with slight variations, in other plays: "I didn't wanna, but . . . econo¬ 
mics. You got to get around this stuff the easy way. You see. Get 
around this stuff the easy way. " As far as the black people in the play 
are concerned, though, he is twice a murderer: he has murdered another 
black "victim" and himself, his sanity. 
19 
Jones had developed this type quite graphically in an earlier 
play, Great Goodness of Life (1966). If we look at Court Royal 
through his own eyes, he is a middle-class black who has been able to 
acquire a modicum of comfort and "respectability" in the white world. 
But Jones had stated in a 1962 essay: "If you are black the only roads 
into the mainland of American life are through subservience, cowardice, 
and loss of manhood. And these are the aspects of Court Royal's 
personality that are sharply underscored in the play: his subservience, 
his cowardice, his loss of manhood. 
In this exprèssionistic one-act play, Court is charged with 
"shielding a murderer, " a charge he vehemently protests throughout 
the play. Court insists that he is a "good" man, and he has a respect¬ 
able job, a car, a home, and a club to prove it. He is "sickened" and 
"embarrassed" at the sight of "a greasy-head nigger lady" who appears 
while he is in "court": "She drinks and stinks and brings our whole 
race down. " Firmly believing in his innocence, he insists that he have 
an attorney to defend him. Since his attorney (also black) is no more 
than a "puppet" for the court, he only advises him to plead guilty. Court 
^Jones, Play?, op. cit. , pp. 41-63. 
^Jones, "'Black' Is A Country", Home, op. cit. , p. 85. 
20 
seeing his attorney in a true light for the first time, is thoroughly 
bewildered by all these events. The voice of a YOUNG VICTIM shouts 
from the darkness: 
Now will you believe me stupid fool? .... You're 
here with me, with us, all of us, and you can't under¬ 
stand. Plead guilty you are guilty stupid nigger. 
You'll die they'll kill you and you don't know why now 
will you believe me? Believe me, half-white coward. 
Court does not understand exactly what he is guilty of until he is shown 
a series of images on a screen, images of Malcolm X, Patrice 
Lumumba, Garvey, etc. , men who spoke out against the oppression of 
the black man. He realizes now that he is the murderer he has been 
shielding, his instinct to rebel against the injustice of his oppressed 
situation. Protesting his innocence yet accepting his guilt at the same 
time, he can only cry: 
My God, I've worked. I've meant to do the right thing. 
I tried to be a . . . No, I've tried . . . please I never 
wanted anything but peace. . . please, I tried to be a 
man. I did. I lost my . . . heart . . . please it was 
so deep, I wanted to do the right thing, just to do the 
right thing. 
To absolve himself of his "sins, " Court is ordered to kill the YOUNG 
VICTIM whose voice was heard earlier in the play. Court gladly performs 
the rite, indicating, "I want so much to be happy. " Court is "free" 
now and rejoices in this new "freedom": "My soul is white as snow. . . 
I'm free. " He then returns to the routine that was his life. 
21 
One critic feels that the rite that Court performs is merely 
"the act required to kill his manhood--his blackness or any memory 
t,i2 
of it forever. This interpretation is consistent with those lines in 
the play in which the VOICE tells Court that this victim is not real, but 
the "shadow, " the "myth of the murderer, " "his last fleeting astral pro¬ 
jection. " But when the YOUNG VICTIM cries "Papa" as he falls, images 
of the "Tom" who not only destroys himself but also tries to destroy the 
aggressive instinct of the younger generation, including that in his own 
children, come to mind. This theme appears in several black 
revolutionary plays, among them Herbert Stokes' The Man Who Trusted 
the Devil Twice and Ben Caldwell's Family Portrait, or My Son the 
Black Nationalist, both of which will be discussed in subsequent chapters. 
13 
A reversal of the "Uncle Tom" image occurs in Jello (1965). 
Jello, Jones tells us, "is about Jack Benny and Rochester and what 
.14 
happens when Rochester digs hisself. Here, Rochester, Benny's 
faithful chauffeur for thirty-five years, is the post-Uncle Tom who tells 
Benny: 
1 ? ^Jeanne-Marie Miller, "The Plays of Leroi Jones, College 
Language Association Journal, XIV, ii (March, 1971), 338. 
13 
Imamu Amiri Baraka (Leroi Jones), Jello (Chicago, 1970), 
pp. 9-38. 
^Jones, Plays, op. cit. , p. 89. 
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I got more important things to do than be around here 
wasting my life taking you to stupid ass places. I 
know I got more important things to do than sit in 
front of a car while you get drunk and pat some stale 
bitch's ass. 
Rochester, instead of groveling and begging, takes what he wants. He 
empties Benny's wallet and safe and tells him he's only getting his 
"severance pay." 
Several secondary levels of meaning also emerge in this play. 
For instance, to the white characters in the play, Rochester is never 
a black man who has come of age; he is simply acting like a "crazy 
nigger. " His natural hair is not an indication that he is no longer 
ashamed of his naturally curly hair; he is simply wearing "crazy 
nigger makeup. " Or when Benny is trying to make Rochester see the 
error of his ways, he says that he worked hart to acquire what he now 
has and that Rochester should do the same. Rochester is not taken in by 
this exposition of the "work-hard ethic. " He promptly reminds 
Benny of the businesses he owns in black neighborhoods which, in 
actuality, exploit the communities they serve. 
Rochester managed somehow to break his bonds. Court 
Royal and the black policeman felt is was somehow too difficult to be 
a man. Jones has not failed to recognize this latter view in his work. 
, , 15 The Death of Malcolm X (1969), a scenario for a film, shows just 
■*^Ed Bullins, ed. , New Plays from the Black Theater (New 
York, 1969), pp. 1-20. 
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how perilous the journey into manhood can be, given the nature of this 
society. Jones had written in an earlier essay: 
The reason Malik was killed (the reasons) is because he 
was thought dangerous by enough people to allow and 
sanction it. Black People and white people. 
Malcdm X was killed because he was dangerous to 
America. He had made too great a leap, in his sudden 
awareness of direction and the possibilities he had for 
influencing people , anywhere. 
Malcolm was killed because he wanted to become 
official, as say, a statesman. Malcolm wanted an 
effective form in which to enrage the white man, a 
practical form. And he had begun to find it. 1D 
In this scenario, then, he shows Malcolm X being killed by blacks in a 
plot masterminded by the white power structure. 
17 
According to Jones, Dutchman (1964) is also "about the 
1 ft difficulty of becoming a man in America. " ° In this play, Clay a young 
black man of Ivy League appearance is stabbed by a white woman, Lula. 
The action of the play before this final act is primarily the dialogue 
^Jones, "Legacy of Malcolm X," Home, op. cit. , pp. 238-39. 
17 Leroi Jones, Dutchman and The Slave (New York, 1964), 
pp. 3-38. 
18 Jones, ,fL.eroi Jones Talking,,f Home, op. cit., p. 188. 
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between these two who are seat partners on a subway train. 
When Lula initiates the conversation, her comments are laden 
with sexual innuendoes, leading Clay to believe that their conversation 
is "pure sex-talk." But the conversation slowly evolves into a vicious 
verbal attack. Lula mocks him with insults directed at his manhood: 
You middle-class black bastard. . . Be cool. Be cool. 
That’s all you know. . . . There's Tom. . . I mean, 
Uncle Thomas Wooly-Head. Let the white man hump 
his ol' mama, and he jes' shuffle off in the woods and 
hide his gentle gray head. 
Clay, who has tried to humor this peculiarly hysterical woman, can be 
passive no longer. He siezes the dancing, shouting Lula, drags her 
toward her seat, clubs a drunk who tries to interfere, slaps her again 
and again to quiet her down, and tries to defend (explain is probably 
the better word) himself. The essence of his retailiation is that she 
knows nothing about blacks or him;; that they all wear masks by choice, 
masks that deceive whites into thinking that their servile demeanor and 
actions conform to their personal traits when, in actuality, they are "a 
whole people of neurotics, struggling to keep from being sane," murder 
(of whites) being the only act which would cure the neurosis. He ends 
by warning, though, that one day these blacks will become coldly 
rational (like Western white men) and murder whites. As for himself: 
If I'm a middle-class fake white man. . . let me be. 
And let me be the way I want. ... I'd rather be a 
fool. Insane. Safe with my words, and no deaths, 
and clean hard thoughts, urging me to new conquests. 
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It is after his speech that Clay decides to get off the train. But Lula 
stabs him twice in the chest before he can do so. 
Critical reactions to this play generally develop one of the two 
points of view suggested by this critic: 
Dutchman suggests the manner in which the white world 
destroys the black who intellectually has become a threat; 
simultaneously, it denounces the black who chooses to 
use his knowledge in sterile pursuits rather than directing 
it toward the destruction of oppression. ^ 
Both points of view take into account the deliberate, seductive nature 
of the apple-eating Lula's approach. This two-fold interpretation seems 
especially warranted by our lack of an "either-or" interpretation for 
dialogue like the following: 
Lula: May the people accept you as a ghost of the 
future. And love you, that you might not kill 
them when you can. 
Clay: What? 
Lula: You're a murderer, Clay, and you know it. 
(Her voice darkening with significance.) You 
know goddam well what I mean. 
Clay: I do? 
Lula: So we'll pretend the air is light and full of per¬ 
fume. 
Clay: (Sniffing at her blouse) It is. 
19 Darwin T. Turner, ed. , Black Drama in America: An Antho- 
logy (Greenwich, Conn., 1971), p. 18. 
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Lula: And we'll pretend the people cannot see you. 
That is, the citizens. And that you are free of 
your own history. And I am free of my history. . . . 
Similarly, Scene Two, in the midst of taunting Clay about his non¬ 
aggressiveness, she also tells him: "Be cool. . . . That's all you 
know. . . . Get up and scream at these people. . . . Clay, you got 
to break out. Don't sit there dying the way they want you to die. Get 
up. " 
Do these lines (the first group of which are spoken near the 
end of Scene One, the second just before Clay's outburst in Scene Two) 
suggest that Lula already knows that appearance and reality are not 
synonymous for blacks even before Clay tells her, or is she simply 
"fishing1? And when after Clay's outburst Lula simply says, "I've 
heard enough," has she heard enough to consider Clay intellectually a 
threat (potentially) or enough to show him that he cannot simply step 
outside history, that he is still vulnerable to forces operative within 
this society. In essence, do we pity Clay and denounce the "system", 
or do we place him in the spectrum of the middle-class blacks we have 
already condemned? 
Our reactions to Clay (and to Lula) are necessarily ambiva¬ 
lent. This suggests that a principle is operative here which is lacking 
in the plays discussed so far. Audience identification is carefully 
manipulated in previous and later plays. We are repelled by the 
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"madness" of the mother and daughter in Madheart and repulsed by the 
weaknesses of Court Royal and the black policeman. We applaud 
Rochester and condemn the reactionary actions of the black woman in 
Experimental Death Unit #1 and the black pusher in Junkies Are Full of 
(Shhh. . . America receives the brunt of our anger in the remaining 
play, The Death of Malcolm X, for her refusal to let the Malcolms of 
the world be men. 
Jones has called Clay a "victim". As his victims parade 
through his plays, as he seeks to "Expose," "Accuse," and "Attack," 
the "white is evil" theme (or "whites are beasts" theme) seems to per¬ 
meate his work. It is the white Devil Lady who is ritualistically 
murdered in Madheart. The whites in Experimental Death Unit #1 are 
degenerates, as well as the black woman who identifies with them, the 
white in blackface in this case. Again, after the policeman commits 
suicide in Police, his fellow policemen (white) are seen "slobbering on 
his flesh, a few are even eating chunks of flesh they tear off in their 
weird banquet. " Finally in The Death of Malcolm X, Malcolm is shot 
down soon after making this speech: 
No finally it is the fact that you are evil. Evil. It is 
that simple fact that will animate the rest of the world 
against you! That simple alarming fact of your unre¬ 
deemable evil. You are all disqualified as human 
beings, disqualified by your inhuman acts. 
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Black Mass (1965) seems to provide a key to this trend of 
thought and to that in The Slave. The literal level of the play is based 
on a Muslim myth. According to this myth, a black scientist named 
Yacub developed a method of grafting the different colors of the Original 
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Black Nation until he created a White Devil. Jones has indicated that 
the story of Yacub "seemed to be a vehicle for the expression of truth 
on many levels about man, Black man, spiritual man's subjugation by 
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anti-spiritual forces." Jacoub in Black Mass pursues creation in his 
laboratory until he creates a white beast that has no regard for human 
life and which contaminates whatever it touches. When Jacoub is trying 
to create this new being, he is unconcerned about whether or not his 
creation will be beneficial or harmful to man. For him, "creation is its 
own end. " Nasafi, a fellow black scientist explains the fallacy of his 
reasoning in two speeches: 
Jacoub your error. . . the substitution of thought for 
feeling. A heart full of numbers and cold formulae, 
. . . The thing inhabits the void of reason. Its 
function was as horrible as nothingness. An absence. 
Of feeling. . . of compassion. . . . This beast is the 
twisted thing a man would be, alone. . . . without his 
human soul. 
^Ojones, Plays, op. cit. , pp. 17-39. 
^*Larry Neal, "The Black Arts Movement," op. cit. , p. 197. 
^Marvin X and Faruk, "Islam and Black Art: An Interview 
with Leroi Jones," Black Theater, No. 2 (1969)» 14. 
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This indictment is reminiscent of Clay's warning in Dutchman 
when he told Lula to tell her father (whites in general) "not to preach 
so much rationalism and cold logic to these niggers. . . . They'll 
murder you, and have very rational explanations. Very much like your 
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own. " Walker Vessels in The Slave (1964) has very "rational" explana¬ 
tions for his actions. Walker had once assimilated into white culture 
just as Clay chose to do, but he eventually became the "revolutionary" 
and resorted to armed struggle in the face of oppression. In the play, 
he leaves the battle temporarily, invades the home of his former white 
wife and her present white husband, and leaves both of them, and 
possibly his children, dead in the wake of his verbal and physical con¬ 
frontation with them. (Grace was killed by a falling beam when the house 
began caving in as a result of the outside activity; Easley, Grace's 
present husband, was killed by Walker; the children were either killed 
through Walker's omission or commission.) Walker seems victorious 
as he leaves the house. But since the play is a flashback and the narrator 
is attired as an old field slave, there is an implication that we are to con- 
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sider his "victory" as an achievement of dubious merit. 
23 
Jones, Dutchman and The Slave, op. cit. , pp. 49-88. 
^Waters E. Turpin, "The Contemporary American Negro Play¬ 
wright, " CLAJ, IX, i (September, 1965), 12-24. 
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At one point in the play, Walker is reduced to saying: 
What does it matter if there is more love or beauty? 
Is that what the Western ofay thought while he was 
ruling the world? . . . that was not ever the point 
.... The point is that you had your chance, darling, 
now these other folks have theirs. 
Walker recognizes the ugliness of this view. And Jones would never 
concede that what black revolutionaries should be about is simply 
changing the complexion of tyranny. He serves as the concrete example 
of Clay's warning in Dutchman, yet his "heroic" status is eroded by 
Nasafi's indictment in Black Mass. Nevertheless, Walker is a "victim. " 
He is reduced to taking whatever steps necessary to counteract his 
oppressed situation, regardless of the final outcome. 
One critic has written that "what informs most of Jones' work 
. . . is a messianic zeal to teach whites how stupid, how hateful, how 
n
25 
doomed they are. " This interpretation certainly seems warranted 
in plays like Dutchman and Police where there are actual warnings 
directed to whites; or where a confrontation between black and white 
provides a situation which indicts whites, either explicitly or by impli¬ 
cation (i. e. , Dutchman, The Slave, and Jello); where whites are either 
beasts (i.e., Black Mass, Police), "devils" (Madheart), degenerates 
(Experimental Death Unit #1), spiritual or physical murderers (The Death 
25 Toni Cade, "Black Theater, " Black Expression, ed. Addison 
Gayle, Jr. (New York, 1969), p. 142. 
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of Malcolm X), or even both. And considering the frequency in which 
dead white /black-white bodies litter the stage, the warning to whites 
(and blacks) is clear. Even Jones stated in his early essay on the 
revolutionary theater that this theater should "teach whites their deaths. " 
On the other hand, there is this concomitant desire to teach blacks about 
"whites," to portray the anti-humanistic spirit characteristic of white 
America as being so despicable that blacks will not want to assimilate 
or identify with this spirit, or be ashamed of themselves if they already 
have. Ultimately, he hopes blacks will be moved to desire and strive 
for something different, something more. 
Whether Jones' intention is basically the former, the latter, 
or both, the didacticism in his plays is rarely obscured. On the contrary, 
often various structural techniques reinforce thematic emphases in the 
plays. Characteristic is the use of visual devices for representing ab¬ 
stract ideas. For instance, in The Death of Malcolm X, the characters 
who represent the white power structure responsible for Malcolm's 
death wear "Uncle Sam" suits. The major plotting takes place in a 
government building (probably the Pentagon), and we are often able to see 
the capitol or other Washington, D. C. landmarks in the background. 
The brainwashing theme is developed in this scenario by having drugged 
blacks strapped to tables, wheeled into an operating room where a sign 
reads "I. A. B. S. " (Institute for Advanced Black Studies), and being 
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operated on by doctors who remove the black "mindsoul" and replace it 
with a white man. Developing this same theme is a scene in which a white 
man in an Uncle Sam suit is writing "White is Right" on the blackboard 
while blacks meekly repeat after him. 
The "whites are murderers" theme is reinforced when a Klans- 
man, who also figures in the plot to kill Malcolm, is seen sitting in a 
luxuriously furnished room filled with human bones and skeletons. Simi¬ 
larly, the banker who supplies the money to pay the triggermen (and 
anyone else who needs to be pacified) has a black man's shrunken head, 
"like Patrice Lumumba's" decorating the wall. This same theme is 
visually suggested in Jello. When Rochester opens Benny's safe, for 
instance, the first thing he sees is a human skull. 
To visually suggest one character's spiritual identification or 
inclinations, Africans, Asians, and Latin Americans clutch their chests, 
"as if shot, " after the bulletin announces that Malcolm has been shot in 
the chest. Similarly, in Madheart, the black woman who identifies with 
the Devil Lady (white) grabs her heart as if stabbed with the black man 
stabs Devil Lady. Here, Devil Lady wears a "devilmask" and her 
spiritual sisters wear red and blond wigs. The black woman (as opposed 
to the two "Negro" women) wears a gele, an African head-dress. 
Rochester, the post-Uncle Tom in Jello, wears his hair in a natural style. 
And as mentioned previously, Walker in The Slave is dressed like an old 
field slave in the opening scene. 
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Though developed visually in The Death of Malcolm X with the 
black who has led a crowd of marching demonstrators singing "WE SHALL 
BE WHITE" later receiving a "life-sized watermelon" (of precious stones 
and gold) "For Meritorious Service," the "Uncle Tom" theme is 
developed even more dramatically in Great Goodness of Life. Here, 
the "Tom" lawyer is actually a motorized puppet. Attorney Breck has a 
wire attached to his back which leads offstage and a huge key in the side 
of his head. The audience can hear the motors which animate him as he 
"churns" his lines out, very deliberately, during the scene. 
Frequently, vivid, often symbolic details underscore qualities 
in the characters. Jones has subtitled Madheart "A Morality Play." 
Consistent with this designation is the characterization of the mother 
and daughter who identify with whiteness as mad, raving creatures who 
scream wildly throughout the play. They personify the "madness" which 
is the subject of the play. Court Royal in Great Goodness of Life 
continually refers to his occupation in the first part of the play. His "I" 
work in the Post Office" is repeated five times, with slight variations, 
in just one speech. Jones undoubtedly intends to suggest that Court 
suffers from what has been called the "postal clerk syndrome" described 
below: 
This man is always described as "nice" by white people, 
He is passive, non-assertive and non-aggressive. . . . 
He has adopted an ingratiating and compliant manner. 
In public his thoughts and feelings are consciously shaped 
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in the direction he thinks white people want them 
to be.26 
There is nothing more that could be said about Court Royal. Along this 
same line, Rochester does not simply spout nationalistic thinking. From 
his first appearance he exudes assertiveness. He comes onstage 
"walking very fast, as if HE'S going to walk through Benny. " His first 
line is "What the hell you want man?" He is belligerent and insulting 
throughout the play, often completely reversing several stereotyped 
images and attitudes. Just as whites are depicted as rubbing old Tom's 
head for luck (cf. Breakout by Charles Gordon), Rochester makes a 
slapping motion on Benny's head and says, "Now lemme rub it, jus' for 
luck." Or just as blacks in gas stations, train stations or whatever are 
often called "Mack" by whites, Rochester asks Benny, "Hey Mack! 
Where's your dough, my man." And instead of being fascinated by the 
white female, Rochester reaches under her dress only to retrieve her 
leather money pouch. She is disappointed because he is not the bestial 
rapist she would like him to be. 
Jones sometimes uses the "self-conscious audience," either 
in an attempt to make his didacticism direct and explicit or to iacilitate 
a strong emotional impact. In Madheart, for instance, the black man 
^William H. Grier, M. D. and Price M. Cobbs, M.D., 
Black Rage (New York, 1969), p. 55. 
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addresses the audience directly approximately half-way through the play: 
"Let the audience think about themselves, and about their lives when 
they leave this happening." Similarly, at the conclusion of Black Mass 
a voice tells the audience: 
And so Brothers and Sisters, these beasts are still lose 
in the world. Still they spit their hideous cries. . . . 
There are beasts in the world. Let us find them and 
slay them. Let us lock them in their caves. Let us 
declare the Holy War. The Jihad. Or we cannot de¬ 
serve to live. 
This strategy is repeated in Junkies Are Full of (Shhhh. .. ) when Bigtime 
is forced to tell the audience about the evils of dope: 
It's bad. . . it's terrible. . . don't take no dope. . . 
please don't take no dope. . . the devil just sell it to 
you so you can't do nuthin' for yrself, it's why he 
don't care if you shoot up all you want, long as you 
don't ask for no better schools or hospital or no 
home or no land, long as you just be high and cool. 
. . .It’ll kill you, it's destroying our whole people. . . . 
Again, at the beginning of Junkies Are Full of (Shhh...), an Italian 
addresses the audience with a speech in which he refers to "cosa nostra, " 
"our (Italian) thing." Structurally, this phrase is significant, for later 
in the play, one of the characters uses it in explaining what black 
nationalism is to Bigtime: 
Chuma: A nationalist man is somebody who's trying 
to build up his people. That's why the 
Italians call their organization the cosa nostra. 
It's their thing. Pure nationalism. 
Duma: Yeh, only thing, we talking black nationalism. 
'Cause we black people. 
36 
Black Mass also uses the "self-conscious audience" but for 
emotional impact. When the white beasts are banished with Jacoub's 
dying breath (they had already killed the other two magicians and the 
women), they hop through the audience, "their mouths drooling, . . . 
kissing and licking people. . . still screaming: White! . . . White! 
Me . . . Me . . . Me . . . White!" -- the only words the "beasts" ever 
speak in the play. 
Visual and aural effects abound in most of Jones' plays, 
particularly those which have a distinct exprèssionistic or ritualistic 
quality, which would include nearly all the plays discussed here. These 
effects usually serve to provide atmosphere or emotional impact within 
the scenes. Yet, although artistic technique is both imaginative and 
effective in his plays, the purpose for which he writes is rarely obscured. 
r , 27 When Jones writes "Thought is more important than art [artifice]," 
we feel he really means it. The power with which he hammers his 
"message" attests to that fact. 
^Jones, "Hunting Is Not Those Heads on the Wall," Home, 
op. cit. , p. 17 3. 
CHAPTER III 
. . the raising of consciousness. . . " 
A Community Art Institution takes on the respon¬ 
sibility for the creation and presentation of images 
which are vivid enough to activate the minds of the 
community audience to considerations of their 
everyday existence from points of view consistent 
with that community's place in history and its efforts 
toward the future. This is called 'the raising of con¬ 
sciousness. ' It is the purpose of art. 
(Robert Macbeth) 
On the philosophical level, the nature of the didacticism 
inherent in Leroi Jones' plays is reflected in the total body of efforts 
by other black revolutionary playwrights. There is continued elabo¬ 
ration of the nature of this society and blacks' victimized status within 
it, continued unveiling and condemnation of reactionary tendencies within 
the black community, and an acceleration of the supplying of directive 
images which facilitate the spiritual, cultural, and political liberation 
of black America. 
Black revolutionary playwrights who focus either on the 
singular or collective black man as "victim" of an oppressive society 
do not seek to provide blacks with concrete reasons to bemoan their 
plight nor do they seek to assault white consciences. They seem pri¬ 
marily motivated, rather, to make the necessity for total, unequivocal 
37 
38 
commitment to liberational struggle compellingly clear. 
It is true that in a play like Ben Caldwell's The King of Soul or 
The Devil and Otis Redding (1967), ^ this motivation is not overtly 
ascertainable until near the end of the play. The play consists of a 
sequence of scenes which treat the musical career of Otis Redding. 
Here, Otis is seduced by a white "devil" into signing a contract which 
binds him to profitless record cutting after his first million dollars. 
The contract seems fair enough to a poor young black who has no in¬ 
tention of becoming a "super-star." It is only later that Otis discovers 
that he has been duped. Although the court finds the contract binding, 
Otis' lawyer reminds him that with a few live appearances, he can earn 
enough to finance his own record company. Before this venture can 
materialize, though, he is killed when his private airplace "accidentally 
crashes. Caldwell shows this crash as being manipulated by the "devil. 
In the final scene, two men discuss the significance of the 
event. Otis' death is placed on the spectrum of whites' consistent 
eradication of aggressive black men who become conscious of them¬ 
selves as black men and whose blackness provides a principle of 
identification for the masses. Although the economic motive is 
acknowledged, that Otis' death increased the demand for his records 
and, at the same time, eliminated him as a competitor, Otis is shown 
^EdBullins, ed. New Plays, op. cit. , pp. 175-187. 
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to be more than just a black man who was making money; his status, 
which is equated with Muhammad Ali's, was that of the cultural giant. 
His songs, like Ali's strong black image, spoke to black people on both 
the literal and symbolic levels. 
In once sense, it could be said that revelations of this nature 
invite an attitude of resignation, that essentially the futility of becoming 
either consciously or actively black is underscored. But the play ends 
with the adoption of another attitude: "It'd be good if we didn't have to 
have no dealings with the devil. " 
2 
Caldwell's All White Caste (1971) has a double significance. 
In addition to revealing those aspects of black life in America which are 
blatantly oppressive, he also satirizes those aspects which give blacks 
the illusion that there is no need for concerted liberational struggle. 
The play is set in Harlem of the future, sometime after the Third World 
War and the Separation (blacks from whiter). As the play opens, a 
white male who had been a'Sympathize r " during the triumphant black 
liberational struggle is being shown his new "home. " He, along with 
other "white sympathizers, " has been condemned to life imprisonment 
in a world identical to the one in which blacks previously lived. 
2 
King and Milner, eds. , Black Drama Anthology, op. cit. , 
pp. 389-97. 
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As the guard explains the nature of the sympathizer's life from 
now on, Caldwell educates blacks to their present condition. Rememberkig 
the power of the dollar, for example, there is a state-enforced limit on 
the amount of money sympathizers can make as well as restrictions on 
the types of ambitions they can consider. These are explained as simple 
"precautionary" measures. Although this new prisoner is a Harvard 
graduate, he is to work in a blouse company for $55 a month. He naturally 
feels that he is qualified for a better job and a different status, but in a 
remark probably directed to the "black bourgeoise, " the guard reminds 
him: "Doesn't matter where you went or come from, you're still subject 
to the usual procedures of retardation--same as all the other sympathizers. 
He hastens to add, though, that some sympathizers, those who prove 
"worthy" and "qualified, " are allowed to participate in mainstream 
America. These can think of themselves as "second-class citizens" 
rather than as actual prisoners. Operation of small businesses is per¬ 
missible, but no business can operate unless it depends on the "bigger 
businesses" nor produce anything that would enable the sympathizer 
group to sustain itself independently of the larger American society. 
Complete socio-economic subjugation is the rule. 
Though there are no bars or gates, the community is heavily 
policed, and efforts to escape are futile. All sympathizers are forced 
to wear identifying clothes and drive only one make car, a Cadillac. 
The sympathizer is "marked just as sure as a nigger is black. " The 
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real punishment lies in their knowing they are not free whereas blacks 
were previously convinced that they were free. In a nostalgic 
reminiscence, the guard both summarizes blacks' actual status before 
the Separation and ridicules the attitudes they held toward their situation: 
I kinda miss them; all their protests and frustrations; 
all their poverty and Cadillacs; their illusions of 
progress within our system; the carefree manner they 
accepted our oppression and exploitation for so long; 
their drug addicts were so funny and profitable; their 
childlike joy in spite of the terror and death we so 
often unexpectedly visited upon them; they were such 
irresponsible angels! 
A similar "prison" motif is utilized in Charles Gordon's 
3 
Breakout (1969). The physical setting for the play is a jail cell, and 
for a major portion of the play, two black prisoners who are fed up with 
the restrictive, dehumanizing conditions within the jail contemplate 
escaping--and eventually do escape. But the prisoners' actions are 
endowed with symbolic significance, for as one of them observed, "Jail 
is wherever white people run black people's lives. " Or as Malcolm X 
noted in a speech later in the play, ". . . don't be shocked when I say 
I was in prison--you still in prison. That's what America means, 
prison. All black people in prison. " 
A large group of black revolutionary plays focuses primarily 
on regressive tendencies or practices within the black community. Fanon 
3 
King and Milner, Black Drama Anthology, op. cit. , pp. 407- 
28. 
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has written that . . in the first phase of national struggle colonialism 
tries to disarm national demands by putting forward economic doctrines. " 
His comment is significant, for it seems to inform Ben Caldwell's 
, 5 
Riot Sale or Dollar Psyche Fake Out. Here, Caldwell satirizes blacks' 
willingness to forget true liberation or self-determination in exchange 
for a few dollars. The play is set during a confrontation of blacks with 
policemen. The specific spark for the confrontation seems to be the 
killing of an innocent fifteen-year-old, but as is always the case, there 
is evidence that the confrontation represents the flaring of racial ten¬ 
sions. The blacks say all the right things: 
'We're tired of this shit. 1 "Ain't nobody afraid of dying ! ' 
'I fought in Vietnam! Let's get this shit on here! ' "We 
tired of you f. . . in' over black men and ruinin' our 
children!' 'You can't stop my people now. . . ' 'We ready 
to go all the way! ' 'Die whitey ! That's the only demand! 1 
And indeed they do seem resolute in their purpose. After the policemen 
realize that telling the group to wait for their "appointed leaders" to 
negotiate their demands, a familiar entreaty, is to no avail, they decide 
to take drastic measures. A cannon is brought out, aimed at the crowd, 
and fired. But there is no missile, only money, millions! "The 
^Frantz Fanon, "On National Culture, " The Wretched of the 
Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New York, 1963), p. 35. 
^Ben Caldwell, "Riot Sale or Dollar Psyche Fake Out, " The 
Drama Review, XII, IV (Summer, 1968), 41-42. 
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Anti-poverty cannon roars again!" The blacks scramble for the money 
and then run to the stores to make purchases, their purpose and 
direction lost. 
£ 
Another Caldwell play, The Job, has a message similar to 
Riot Sale. Here, federal programs which promote job training are shown 
to be "Just another way of keeping them [blacks] in line. " 
Assimilation is perhaps the most frequently castigated reactionary 
tendency within the black community, possibly because it represents the 
direct opposite of black nationalistic striving. Proponents of the former 
seek identity and status within the larger white American system, the 
latter independence of that system. The former's interests, consequently, 
tend to be linked very closely to white interest; the latter seek to safe¬ 
guard black interests. Many black revolutionary plays treat this subject 
by either presenting assimilators scornfully, by presenting the radicali- 
zation or attempted radicalization of an assimilator, or by dramatizing 
the polarization (assimilation vs. nationalism) as a conflict between the 
regressive old and the progressive new, often through the use of a sym¬ 
bolic polarization, the conflict or tension between youth and age. 
7 
Herbert Stokes' The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice (1969) 
has a double force. It presents a scornful portrait of a black high school 
^Caldwell, The Drama Review, op. cit. , pp. 43-36. 
^Bullins, New Plays, op. cit. , pp. 117-28. 
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principal who is the pawn for whites and underscores the tension between 
youth and age. Consistent with a family tradition of three generations, 
the principal's job is to insure that the students in his school are brain¬ 
washed to think whites are "good, " that they are Negroes, not black, and 
that blackness is a dirty, disgraceful, ugly thing. His new orders are to 
exterminate all radical students in the school. Immediately after receiving 
the new orders, a white history teacher is shot by one of these students, 
the principal's son, John. 
The gap between youth and age is revealed in the ensuing events. 
John and his accomplices have vowed to kill every white and white-minded 
teacher in the school, cognizant of the fact that John's father is included 
in this category. John's father cannot understand this attitude. He tries 
to defend himself by insisting that he had his son's welfare in mind, that 
he wanted him to be a "big man" one day. But John does not equate his 
father's actions with manhood and reveals his smoldering contempt for 
his father in his retort: "A man? You wanted me to be a slave, a Tom, 
and a murderer to my own people. You wanted me to be just like you--a 
punk and a fag. " Enraged by this outburst, his father almost strikes him. 
John's immediate "Get off me Dad, or I'll kill you" is indicative of the 
complete alienation that exists here and which appears in several other 
play s. 
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Often, black revolutionary playwrights who portray the "Tom" 
try to suggest the stupidity of believing whites are "friends, " even to 
those who serve as their "flunkies. " Stokes tries to suggest this idea 
through the fate of the principal. When he discovers his son is not only 
a "radical" student but also the one who shot the history teacher, he 
"trusts" one of the white men from whom he receives his orders not to 
implicate his son in his report to the mayor. Naturally, he is betrayed. 
Already bewildered by the turn of events, he is further dismayed when 
the guard tells him blutly that he betrayed him because he was white 
and could care less about "niggers. " Nevertheless, the principal trusts 
the "devil" again, this time attempting to save his own skin by revealing 
the whereabouts of John and his friends. He is killed, anyway, of course, 
and his dying words--"Sorry son, I woke up too late "--invoke no pity in 
his son. His son's reply is both a final revelation of his total disgust 
with his father and a "warning" to other "Toms": 
The same old Negroish line. I woke up too late. These 
m. . . f. . . s been asleep for more than 300 years and 
when it's time to die they wake up. But I'll bet you one 
damn thing, if they keep on sleeping, I'm going to kill 
them and wake them all up. 
The complete alienation between father and son, youth and 
age suggested in The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice is repeated in 
Ben Caldwell's Family Portrait (or My Son the Black Nationalist (1967). ® 
^Bullins, New Plays, op. cit. , pp. 189-94. 
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When the play opens, the father is reciting quite mechanically a speech 
he will repeat at least six times during the play: 
We got to stay out of trouble. That's the way to get 
ahead. We've got to show the white-man that we are 
ready and good enough to live with him. We have to 
prove we are just as good as he is. 
During the play the son argues both the premises and conclusions of his 
father's speech: 
You never wanted 'no trouble, 1 that's why all you got 
is this house, to hide in; and a retirement plan, to 
take pride in. You got everything but your freedom, 
your self-respect, your manho  
When the father becomes enraged over his son's "disrespect" and 
threatens to put him out, the son tells him he will leave freely because 
one day he might become angry enough to kill him. Before storming out, 
though, he vows not to live his life simply to serve whites nor to let 
"creature comforts" compensate for his loss of manhood as his father 
has done: "You die waiting to turn white and be 'accepted' into this 
white society. I intend to fight my way out of it! I AM A BLACK MAN! 
I'm going to stay black if it kills me ! " 
This same alienation exists between mother and daughter in 
9 
Salimu's Growing into Blackness (1969). The confrontation here is 
provoked by a mother's refusal to accept her daughter's "disgraceful" 
^Bullins, New Plays, op. cit. , pp. 195-200. 
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natural hairstyle. Lolita, the daughter, does not feel that it is "disgrace¬ 
ful" to be "Black and beautiful. " Her mother is adamant, though, and 
threatens to throw Lolita out of her house unless she obeys. Lolita 
does leave, recognizing that she cannot stay home and be black, too. 
The youth in Stokes' The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice 
and Caldwell's Family Portrait (or My Son the Black Nationalist) both 
indicate their estrangement from their parents' orientation by implying 
patricidal inclinations, but in Jimmy Garrett's And We Own the Night 
(first performed in 1967), ^ a young black revolutionary literally kills 
his mother. The play is set in an alley during a time of simultaneous 
guerrilla fighting in several urban cities. Johnny, a leader of one 
fighting unit, has been wounded while defending a section of the neighbor¬ 
hood from policemen when the play opens. Eventually, his mother, an 
"imposing" black woman, finds him, tries to convince him to leave the 
struggle but fails, and then renounces him as her son because of his 
revolutionary activities. Johnny then kills her. 
The mother's speeches present a vivid recapitulation of the 
various viewpoints of blacks whose minds have been completely colonized. 
By contrast, Johnny and his friends seem dedicated to black liberation. 
Johnny's mother feels that the youth are "sinning, " that they are wrong 
10 
Garrett, The Drama Review, op. cit. , pp. 62-69. 
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for breaking laws and killing whites, and she reminds Johnny of how 
"good" whites have been to them. Reasoning that because whites rule 
the world and are "smart" and know what is "right, " she can only 
feel that the youth "ought to be trying to act like white men instead of 
trying to kill them. " Unable to understand either why they rejoice when 
they kill whites or feel no sympathy for each other when one dies, she 
resolves to trust whites to explain their actions to her because "Ain't 
no nigger never been right and never will be right. " Johnny, by con¬ 
trast, tells his mother that he is trying to be a man, a black man, 
that it is "better to die like a man, bringing the white man to his knees 
than hidin' at home under a woman's skirt. " They try to make her under¬ 
stand that black people do not want to kill, that they want to live, but that they 
must kill first in order to live, in order to build a "whole new thing. " 
Johnny's "We're . . . new men, Mama . . . not niggers. Black men" 
as he shoots her in the back is a dramatic renunciation of her way of life. 
The "Tom" in Stokes' The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice 
acknowledged that he "woke up too late. " This belated conversion is 
reminiscient of Ronald Milner's The Monster (1968). * Here, efforts are 
made to educate or raise the consciousness of a black dean whose usual 
tendency is to ape white culture and its symbols and to relinquish the 
11 
Milner, The Drama Review, op. cit. , pp. 94-105. 
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fight for his own people's best interests in favor of more personal 
concerns: "white prestige, " "white acceptance, " "security, " "Caucasian 
glory, " etc. He is subjected to a ritual which seeks to counter this 
orientation and to reveal the shallow white cultural nationalism which in¬ 
forms his arguments against blacks' concern for their own best interests. 
The ritual seems to have been successful, but the dean eventually back¬ 
slides. The black students decide to kill this "enemy of the people. " Just 
before he dies, though, the dean realizes the error of his ways and begins 
shouting: 
THINK! THINK FOR YOUR OWN! ! FEEL--FEEL FOR 
YOUR OWN! ! WORK--WORK TOWARD YOUR OWN! ! 
... BE FOR YOUR OWN! ! THE OTHERS HAVE 
ALREADY DONE FOR THEIRS. 
Several other plays which treat the "Tom" theme show the radi- 
calization or attempted radicalization of the "Tom. " In Herbert Stokes' 
12 
The Uncle Toms (1968), for example, two teenagers who expressed 
their love and respect for whites and their contempt for those who do not 
feel as they are completely reoriented by another teen-aged group. 
A similar strategy is employed in Ben Caldwell's Prayer Meeting 
13 
of, The First Militant Minister (1970). When the play opens, a burglar 
12 
Stokes, The Drama Review, op. cit. , pp. 58-60. 
13 
29-36. 
Clayton Riley, ed. , A Black Quartet (New York, 1970), pp. 
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who has been robbing a black minister's home is forced to hide when 
surprised by the sudden return of the minister. The minister has been 
trying to "console" his people, trying to keep them from resorting to 
violence in retaliation against a white policeman's murder of a young 
black man. Undoubtedly, the people are not to be consoled so easily 
this time, for the minister is moved to ask the Lord what he has done 
"to shake their faith. " The burglar seizes this opportunity to nationalize 
the minister by pretending to be the voice of God. He first chastizes 
him for pretending to have his people's welfare at heart when he is only 
worried about losing his "puppet" status, a recurrent indictment. Per¬ 
suading his people to use nonviolent tabtics, he continues, merely insures 
that they will be hurt. He orders the minister to begin preaching the 
opposite of what he has been preaching; to lead a protest march, demand 
justice, and if it is not received, "raise hell. " His purpose is to avenge 
the young man's death, not lead a "sing-along. " The play ends with the 
minister rehearsing his speech for the next day. His basic text now is 
"an eye for an eye; tooth for tooth. " Striking a pulpit pose, he begins: 
Brothers and sisters, I had a talk with God last night. 
He told me to tell you that the time has come to put an 
end to this murder, suffering, oppression, exploita¬ 
tion to which the vhite man subjects us. The time has 
come to put an end to the fear which for so long, sup¬ 
pressed our actions. . . . 
A concern which emerges secondarily in exposing "Toms" 
relates to simple identification of the enemy within the ranks, essentially 
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how to tell "who's who" when enemy and friend are both black. The 
principal in The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice, for instance, poses 
as a guardian of blacks' education when, in actuality, he only "guards" 
white interests. Similarly, the dean in Milner's The Monster wears a 
variety of masks. To impress his basic blackness upon the students, 
for example, he wears a false beard and a natural. He even has an 
arsenal of speeches to suit specific occasions. Again, a black in Gordon's 
The Breakout who spouts slogans like "Power to the people" complete with 
the "power" salute is actually a prison spy. 
It is this appearance vs. reality theme which is treated in 
14 
Gordon's Out of Site. The play is set in Harlem at what is called 
"Reclamation Site No. One, " a reference to the State Office Building which, 
in the context of the play, was previously commandeered by revolutionary 
blacks. The entrance to the site is blocked by several young blacks who 
distribute leaflets and stop anyone who attempts to enter the site. A 
black with an armful of leaflets tries to pass through unauthorized and 
refuses to give his name or address even when the others tell him their 
reasons for being cautious. They are trying to build a black nation, they 
explain, and must, consequently, guard against those who try to infiltrate 
the ranks in an attempt to spread disunity among the group or sabotage 
their efforts. The intruder seems suspicious of them, and the audience 
is probably suspicious of him until he reads the leaflets he is carrying. 
■^Charles Gordon, ''Out of Site, 11 Black Theater, No. 4 (April, 
1970), 28-31. 
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In two juxtaposed articles written as if in the future he implies 
that it is the group's motivations and activities which are questionable. 
The first article relates the story of the temporary seizure of the State 
Office Building in Harlem by a group called Community Coalition because 
the building allegedly represented an attempt by the state to drive blacks 
out of Harlem. This group of about thirty or forty, five of whom were 
later identified as undercover police officers, lived on the land for a few 
months and were later removed from the site with little community 
response, the lack of response being attributed to poor communications with 
the larger black community. The second article, by contrast, tells of 
the permanent seizure and later conversion of this same building to a 
black cultural complex. This latter group conducted an extensive, 
well-planned communication program with the black community, and a 
unified Harlem was able to triumph. 
The first article, of course, is a direct, though constructive 
criticism of the group presently occupying the site. The young black, 
nevertheless, is given a thorough beating and driven away, even though 
he reminds them that as in the first article, the majority of the people 
in Harlem know nothing about their efforts, and cannot, consequently, 
help them defend the land. Besides supplying leaders with an implicit 
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directive image, then, the play also suggests to the audience that the 
comment made at the end of Milner's The Monster is the most feasible 
evaluative code to apply to those who set themselves up as "black leaders" 
"Just add up his saids and his dids and you get his 'is's' whoever he is. 
Whatever he is. " 
There are a few black revolutionary plays whose content 
relates to specific topical issues. Ed Bullins' State Office Building Curse, 
for instance, is subtitled "A Scenario to Ultimate Action, " and the "ulti¬ 
mate action" is the destruction of the new (1969? ) New York State Office 
Building at 125th Street and Seventh Avenue in Harlem, the same building 
referred to in Gordon's Out of Site. 
Similarly, the plot and significance of Caldwell's The King of 
Soul or The Devil and Otis Redding parallel, in general terms, a topical 
conjecture about Otis' death. Askia M. Toure refers to this conjecture 
in one of his essays. He mentions the rumor which held that Redding 
and his group were "assassinated by the Mafia for daring to attempt to 
organize an independent, all black music corporation. " "If this is true, " 
he continues, "we can see that the Italian nationalists . . . have robbed 
16 
the Black Nation of a cultural giant. " 
■^Ed Bullins, "State Office Building Curse, " Black World, 
XIX, vi (April, 1970), 54-55. 
•*-^Askia Muhammad Toure, "The Crises in Black Culture, " 
B3ack Theater, (Dec., 1968), 156. 
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Another short play--Richard Wesley's Knock, Knock--Who Pat?deals 
17 
with "the No-Knock Law which is into full effect in Washington, D. C. " 
This law gives policemen the right to enter a private home without warning 
or warrant on the simple "suspicion" that the inhabitants are engaging in 
criminal activity. In the play, a family living in a high crime area gun 
down policemen who use this perogative. Although one character exclaims, 
"We didn't know it was the go_-lice, " the play is subtitled, "A Warning in 
,,18 Reply to Legalized Breaking and Entering. 
Birth control, another topical issue is treated in Ben Caldwell's 
19 
Top Secret or A Few Million After B. C. This play reveals the geno- 
cidal motive behind the government's accelerated advocacy of birth control, 
specifically as it relates to the black community. This viewpoint has 
also been popularized by several black leaders. Elijah Muhammad, for 
instance, feels the "motive behind these schemes is not designed to pro¬ 
mote the welfare of black families, but to eliminate these families in the 
future. " Dick Gregory expressed this same view in an Ebony article.^* 
■^Kushauii Kupa, "Closeups: The New York Scene, " Black 
Theater, No. 6 (1972), 42. 
18 
Kupa, "Closeups, " op. cit, , p. 42. 
•^Caldwell, The Drama Review, op. cit. , pp. 47-50. 
“^Elijah Muhammad, Message to the Blackman in America 
(Chicago, 1965), p. 65. 
^Dick Gregory, "My Answer to Genocide, " Ebony , XXVI, xxii 
(Oct., 1971), 66-72. 
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In the play, then it seems that what has actually happened is that the 
"nigger problem" has reached such critical proportions that the President 
is forced to confer with an Air Force general, an Army general, and 
three cabinet members on the problem. The whole issue is rather com¬ 
plicated. For one thing, "niggers" are not totally expendeable, although 
only two or three million will suffice. Yet, because a point has been 
reached wherein the number of "niggers, " the degree of their dissatisfac¬ 
tion, and the nature of their protest are making it progressively harder to 
deal with them diplomatically, something must be done; with the population 
growing at such an alarming rate, there will soon be "more niggers than 
there are whites to oppress and control them!" The threat to internal 
structure is clear. The solution, of course, is birth control, or more 
significantly, "nigger control. " 
Though approached in Chapter 2 in a different context, Leroi 
Jones' Junkies Are Full of (Shhhh. . . . ) is also a reflection of a central 
topical issue, the drug problem that again plagues the black community. 
Clayton Riley chastised black "revolutionary" writers for ignoring the 
22 
problem in his "The Death Horse Rides Our Harlems. " "Troops of the 
coming rebellion, " he observed, "are curled in doorways, nodding, . . . 
eyes closed to whatever force might chance to intrude upon their useless 
^Clayton Riley, "The Theater of the Black Reality: The Death 
Horse Rides Our Harlems, " Black World, XX, vi (April, 1971). 37-38. 
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dreams. Here is drama if you want it. " The thrust of the Jones play is 
not the portrayal of the addicts themselves as they are described above. 
Basically, it warns users or potential users, and more significantly, 
gives an example of one way to help solve the problem: eradicate the 
elements which supply the drugs in the first place. The characters who 
actually do this in the play consider themselves "just a community sani¬ 
tation committee out cleaning up the garbage the city fathers won't take 
care of. " 
23 
Finally, Mission Accomplished by Ben Caldwell is not based 
on a topical issue, but it does place an aspect of history relevant to the 
Afro-American experience in a different perspective. The play challenges 
the traditional arguments used by white missionaries who introduced 
Christianity in Africa. Contrary to the view that they sought to save a 
few more heathen souls by taking the world of God to the "savage wilder¬ 
ness" of Africa, the missionaries are shown here to be interested primarily 
in appropriating Africa's wealth. 
Attention has been devoted thus far in this chapter to discussion 
of thematic emphases in those plays which treat topical (or social) issues, 
the general nature of American society and blacks' status within it, and 
23 
Caldwell, The Drama Review, op. cit. . pp. 50-52. 
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the reactionary tendencies within the black community. Yet, one signifi¬ 
cant aspect of these plays, though sometimes implicit in the nature of the 
discussion, remains to be systematically approached, the black revo¬ 
lutionary play as carrier of "directive images. " 
Lerone Bennett has defined directive images as "large and 
dynamizing images that shape and mold behavior in desired directions: 
Directive images are shorthand symbols of the ideals 
and aspirations of a culture. They tell a people who 
they are; they define roles and apportion tasks. . . . 
They define the paths, the obstacles, the instruments, 
and the goals. They project ideal images of the ideal 
relationships between man and man,^etween man and 
woman, between man-woman-child. 
The ultimate goal, of course, is the spiritual, cultural and political libera¬ 
tion of the black man. Major obstacles would include not only the white 
"devil" but also those blacks who either identify with him or assist him in 
thwarting the achievement of this goal. Other obstacles such as blacks' 
satisfaction with social "reforms" which do not include self-determination, 
extensive birth control (genocide), and drugs (another form of spiritual and 
physical genocide) are also recognized within the contexts of the plays. The 
greatest obstacle remains, of course, the overall lack of unity and commit¬ 
ment within the race. 
Reexamination of some of the plays already discussed will provide 
^Lerone Bennett, Jr. , "The Emancipation Orgasm: Sweetback 
in Wonderland, " Ebony, XXVI (September, 1971), 110. 
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more specific examples of directive images. They are verbally explicit 
in Ben Caldwell's Prayer Meeting or The First Militant Minister and in 
Ronald Milner's The Monster. In the former, the speech rehearsed by 
the radicalized minister is a vehicle; in the latter, the dying dean's speech. 
(Both of these speeches were previously quoted.) 
Even more significant are the directive images implicit in the 
actions of the characters whether these actions are presented positively 
or negatively. Positive portrayal/direction is provided in Bullins' State 
Office Building Curse and in Gordon's The Breakout. In the first play, 
Harlemites destroy the State Office Building which threatens their existence 
Two blacks decide that the time is now to break prison's (and America's) 
bonds in the last play. The complete rejection of the assimilationist 
mentality in favor of a black nationalist orientation as in Garrett's And We 
Own the Night. Salimu's Growing into Blackness. Caldwell's Family Por¬ 
trait (or My Son the Black Nationalist), Stokes' The Uncle Toms or his 
The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice are other examples. This last play 
also has a directive image not implied in prior discussion. Scene Two, for 
example, takes place in a courtroom as the principal's son John and his 
friends are being tried for the murder of the white history teacher. During 
the trial, a group of black people (wielding sticks, guns, etc. ) rush to the 
rescue of the young men. The image is of blacks protecting their own. 
Again, the young nationalist in Caldwell's The Job is not to be "kept in line' 
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as the blacks before him. Not satisfied with receiving meager material 
assistance from the federal government, he beats the interviewer to 
death (?), insisting that this is what all black people should be doing in¬ 
stead of begging and being killed. 
Contemptuous portrayal and thus negative direction would include 
the actions of the characters in Caldwell's Riot Sale, those satified with 
federal assistance in the first half of The Job (Caldwell), the actions of the 
pseudo-revolutionaries in Gordon's Out of Site, and, of course, those of the 
host of "Toms" or assimilators who appear in several plays: Stokes' The 
Uncle Toms and his The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice, Salimu's 
Growing into Blackness. Ronald Milner's The Monster. Garrett's And We 
Own the Night. Caldwell's Prayer Meeting or The First Militant Minister 
and his Family Portrait (or My Son the Black Nationalist). 
One other play which is particularly interesting in terms of its 
25 
projection of directive images is Marvin X's The Blackbird (1969), for its 
didactic content corresponds almost point by point with Bennett's definition. 
In the play, several black children are literally "taught" several concepts 
from a Muslim framework. They are taught that they are brothers and 
sisters by a common father Allah, that "black is the best, " that God is black, 
and to say that they themselves are black, not "cullud. " Honorable Elijah 
Muhammad is identified as the leader of black people, not Nixon, and the 
25 Bullins, New Plays, op. cit. , pp. 109-18. 
60 
white man as the "devil"--the President of the United States being devil 
number one. Both heaven and hell are located on this earth: black 
people are in "hell" in this "white man's heaven. " The young man then 
tells them a fable about a black bird who would not leave his white cage 
even though the door was always open. He preferred instead to busy him¬ 
self doing tricks for his master. One day the master's house caught fire. 
The master fought to put the flames out but to no avail. Nevertheless, the 
little black bird still refused to leave his cage until another friendly black 
bird flew into his cage and forced him from the burning house. 
Of course, the story parallels the Muslim's interpretation of the 
history of the black man whom the Messenger of Allah, Elijah Muhammad, 
has come to rescue from America's "burning house. " The children leave 
agreeing on the stupidity of the black bird and vowing that they will not be 
like him. 
It is true that the directive images here are consistent with a 
particular religious ideology. However, directive images in the majority 
of black revolutionary plays tend to be rather generalized (that it, from a 
black nationalist perspective in general) even in those plays where traces 
of this ideology appear (i.e. , the "devil" image which recurs in any number 
of plays). It must be remembered that through directive images the black 
revolutionary playwright seeks to unify the entire black community by giving 
direction to its strivings. And if any one black revolutionary play can be 
thought of an illustrating both the means and the goal, it is Ronald Milner's 
CHAPTER IV 
SOME OBSERVATIONS ON DRAMATIC TECHNIQUE 
We do not need pictures of oranges in a bowl or 
trees standing innocently in the midst of a wasteland. 
If we must paint oranges and trees, let our guerillas 
be eating those oranges for strength and using those 
trees for cover. (Ron Karenga) 
Verisimilitude in reproducing the panorama of the black 
experience is not the primary objective of the black revolutionary play¬ 
wright. Since the playwright conceives of himself as a nation builder of 
the black mind and his work a tool of national liberation, a premium is 
placed instead on ethical clarity. The "message" or instruction is ob¬ 
trusive because the black revolutionary playwright wishes his audience 
to become self-conscious. As Leroi Jones (Imamu Ameer Baraka) has 
explained: 
We are self-conscious now, because we are slaves trying 
to break from slavery. Trying to destroy slavery in the 
world and in our own minds. 
Except for one "two-part" play (The Breakout by Charles 
Gordon), all of the plays discussed in Chapter 3 were one-act plays with 
probable performance time ranging from five to twenty minutes. This 
* Imamu Amiri Baraka, "Black Woman, " Black World, XIX 
(July, 1970), 7. 
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condensed structure complements what is perhaps one of the most salient 
features of Black Revolutionary Drama, its directness. 
Often a major "message" of the play is expressed quite explicit¬ 
ly through a character's speech, the entire force of which may be either 
directional or revelatory in nature. Examples for this principle are 
numerous, but the speech at the end of Milner's The Monster and his 
M(Ego) and the Green Ball of Freedom, Caldwell's The Job and his 
Prayer Meeting or The First Militant Minister, Stokes' The Uncle Toms, 
or even Malcolm X's speech near the end of Gordon's The Breakout are 
examples. (All of these were quoted in Chapter III.) 
In a few other plays, situations are employed through which 
there is a continual flow of either instruction or revelation or even both. 
Two plays, Salimu's Growing into Blackness and Caldwell's The King of 
Soul or The Devil and Otis Redding use this strategy in conjunction with 
another. It occurs only in the latter half of Growing into Blackness and 
only in the last of eleven scenes in The King of Soul. In the former play, 
when one teenaged girl (Lolita) asks the other (Pearl) what she learned 
that day about black womanhood, the character becomes a mouthpiece 
for brief instruction on this topic. In the latter play, one of the two men 
who discuss Otis' death is knowledgeable about the various implications 
of his death; the other is not. The audience realizes the implications 
as one character explains them to the other. 
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This strategy appears even more significantly in Marvin 
X's The Blackbird. Here, two inquisitive children, ages six and seven, 
require detailed explanations for a young man's presumption in calling 
himself their "brother. " Because the children always react to the literal 
meaning of his statements, the young black is "forced" to establish 
a framework (in this case a Muslim framework) in which his statements 
will seem logical. Naturally, one explanation leads to another, and the 
whole play consists of a series of "lessons. " 
Similarly, in Caldwell's All-White Caste, the white sympa¬ 
thizer who has just been sentenced to live in a world identical to the one 
in which blacks had to live (before the Separation) is suffering from 
amnesia at the beginning of the play. His guard then finds it necessary 
to both update him on past happenings and explain to him the nature of his 
life from that point on. Through the guard's lines, Caldwell exhorts blacks 
to persevere in their struggle for liberation while, at the same time 
satirizing the naivete of those who feel that neither the present condition 
nor the prognosis of black life in America warrants sustained liberational 
struggle. 
The multi-layered didacticism which unfolds in Caldwell's 
All-White Caste is reminiscent of that which occurs in his Top Secret 
or a Few Million after B. C. Although discussed in Chapter III only in 
relation to the final solution to the "nigger problem, " birth control, 
numerous implications are revealed as various solutions are proposed, 
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discussed, and often dismissed by the characters. For instance, when it is 
suggested that blacks be completely eradicated, one member reminds the 
other panel members that not only are some still needed to perform 
certain tasks, but the United States must also think of her "image" abroad. 
(Black revolutionaries consider the United States' concern with her image 
one advantage black people have in their struggle for liberation. ) Or 
when it is suggested that blacks be confined to work camps where they 
can be controlled while the nation receives benefit of their labor, another 
counters with the idea that open oppression increases resentment; what is 
desirable is that "niggers . . . think they have reason to be happy, " 
another valid (and recurrent) observation. Blacks' impulse toward white¬ 
ness is ridiculed when in deciding how to make the idea of "family 
planning" palatable to them, one member suggests that they simply 
make blacks think whites would not dream of having more than two child¬ 
ren: "I don't know much about niggers, but I do know niggers like to 
imitate white people. " As proof, he refers to the multi-billion dollar 
industry created and perpetuated by black consumers of wigs, cosmetics, 
hair straighteners, hair dressings, etc. because they have been success¬ 
fully convinced of their ugliness in direct proportion to their blackness. 
Another suggestion is that blacks be told they are poor because they have 
too many children, not because they are not allowed to make enough 
money. And there is even a comment eased in about blacks returning 
to Africa when one panel member wonders, in exasperation, why blacks 
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refuse to return to Africa, the "richest real estate in the world. " The 
play literally abounds in pertinent implications and observations like the 
above. 
Plays which employ a "conversion ending" also tend to 
provide situations in which there is a continual flow of information, In 
Stokes' The Uncle Toms, for instance, the didacticism is quite explicit as 
one group of young nationalists convinces the other youngsters that they are 
wrong for thinking they should "love" and "respect" the white man. The 
burglar's speeches to the minister in Prayer Meeting or the First Militant 
Minister have the same effect. As the omniscient voice of "God, " he is 
able to both chastise the minister for preaching nonviolence and reveal the 
minister's real motives in doing so. As a "merciful God" he is willing 
to forgive and forget as long as the minister follows the directions he gives 
him--that is, as long as he is actively pro-nationalist in the future. 
Although Ronald Milner's The Monster also uses a "conversion" strategy 
with some instruction provided as the group tries (unsuccessfully) to 
nationalize the dean, the power of the play lies more in the dean's revela¬ 
tion of his true (white) nature while under the influence of a truth serum. 
Naturally, the young nationalist is a mouthpiece for black 
nationalist philosophy when he "confronts" his spiritual adversary in plays 
like Caldwell's Family Portrait (or My Son the Black Nationalist) and The 
Job, Stokes' The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice and The Uncle Toms 
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Salimu's Growing into Blackness or Garrett's And We Own the Night. 
But these plays of confrontation also illustrate yet another major 
characteristic of the black revolutionary play, its use of one-dimensional 
characters. 
Technically, in plays of confrontation, the major characters 
are not only one-dimensional but polarized. Except for one play, 
The Job, in which the conflict is between a young nationalist and a white, 
for instance, the conflict in the above plays is between the yaung 
nationalist and Mr. or Mrs. Tom (or assimilator). Naturally, the young 
nationalists are assertive, visibly conscious of their blackness, and 
unequivocably committed to the liberation of black people. The "Toms" 
or assimilators are the direct opposite of this. (In All-White Caste, the 
"Tom" guard actually shuffles!) The principal in The Man Who Trusted 
the Devil Twice, for example, is groveling, naive, eager to please 
whites, and more of a caricature of the stereotyped "Tom" than a man. 
Lines like "Oh please, just a little bit--a half hour (when he begs for 
time to talk to his son), or "You promise not to kill me? Cross your 
heart and hope to die?" (when he is about to reveal the whereabouts of his 
son and his accomplices in order to save himself), or "You prom--" 
(when he is killed anyway) are consistent with this characterization. In 
Family Portraitthe father who has repressed his manhood through the 
years is reduced to mechanically repeating the same speech over and over 
as he outlines the key to acceptance in the white world. Like the 
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principal, he is assertive only with his son whose statements he finds 
infuriating. The mother in Growing into Blackness could care less 
about her daughter's new black consciousness. Rather than try to 
understand her daughter, she prefers instead to "make ti is run around 
the corner. " And in And We Own the Night, the mother is to be played 
by an "imposing" black woman consistent with her stereotyped image 
of emasculator of the black male. 
This one-dimensionality also includes the white characters 
who appear in the plays. In Gordon's The Breakout, for example, 
when the black prisoners reenact a courtroom scene, the directions 
specifically indicate that the character who plays the white judge is 
to imitate "the faggot image of the oppressor." This "faggot image" 
is a recurrent one. As a matter of fact, when John in The Man Who 
Trusted the Devil Twice is particularly insulting to his father, he calls 
him "a punk and a fag, " suggesting his kinship with whites. The whites 
in Caldwell's Top Secret or A Few Million after B. C. make "loud, 
raucous, evil sounding white-men guffaws," and their conversation is 
saturated with sexual vulgarities throughout the play. Even the white 
nuns in Caldwell's Mission Accomplished have forsaken their traditional 
"purity." In an attempt to convince (tempt) the African King and his 
attendants to accept Christianity, they perform an obscene burlesque 
dance while singing "We've got Christ right here!" (meaning underneath 
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their skirts. As are the whites in Caldwell's The King of Soul and The 
Job, the priest in Mission Accomplished seems harmless enough at the 
beginning, but his exploitative trait is quickly revealed. Again, the 
white guard in Stokes' The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice is basically 
callous but willing to play along with the principal's stupidity when it is 
advantageous. Finally, the white guard in Caldwell's All-White Caste 
simply alternates between being patronizing and somewhat disposed to 
ridicule. 
The shortness of the plays, the explicit didacticism, and the 
one-dimensional characters are reminiscent of the short hxatory pieces 
of the 1930's written for the purpose of political agitation and propaganda 
2 
(hence, agit-prop) to "awaken laborers to awareness of their needs." 
But Darwin Turner has recognized yet another similarity. Particularly 
since the plays generally tend to be moralistic with many characters 
being not only one-dimensional but personifications of traits which are 
either beneficial or harmful to the black liberation movement, one aspect 
of the structure of many black revolutionary plays resembles that of the 
3 
morality play. As was indicated in Chapter II, Leroi Jones has even 
subtitled one of his plays, Madheart, "A Morality Play. " The "vice" 
that the mother and daughter personify is the impulse (for Jones, the 
2 
Turner, ed. , Black Drama, op. cit. , pp. 20-21. 
^Ibid. , p. 21. 
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"mad" impulse) toward whiteness. The young man and the woman in the 
play, by contrast, are pro-black. The young man, as a matter of fact, 
even goes so far as to "murder" the whiteness represented by the white 
Devil Lady: 
Die you bitch, and drag your mozarts stravinskys stupid 
white sculpture corny paintings death fiddles, all your 
crawling jive, drag it down with you your . . . congolene 
brain stragglers devising ways to deal death to their 
people, your smiles, your logic, your brain, your intel¬ 
lectual death. . . dissolve, disappear. ... I am the 
new man of the earth. 
In other plays, "virtues" are personified by all the young 
nationalists, "vices" by all the "Toms" and assimilators. Other "vices" 
would include blacks’ satisfaction with anti-poverty funds instead of 
persisting in their liberational struggle (Caldwell's Riot Sale) and their 
similar complacency with jobs in The Job, both of which are examples 
of blacks' being swayed by the pacificatory tactics used by the federal 
government. Also included is the refusal of the pseudo-revolutionaries 
in Gordon's Out of Site to establish effective communication links with 
the black community they claim to serve. Additional "virtues" would be 
the decision of the two black prisoners to break prison's (and America's) 
bonds in Gordon's The Breakout, the children's vow not to pattern their 
lives alter the little black bird who would not leave his white cage even 
though his white master's house was afire (Marvin X's The Blackbird), 
and the actions of the young men in Jones' Junkies Are Full of (Shhhh. . . .) 
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who rid the Newark black community of five Italian dope suppliers and 
their black pusher. 
Finally, as the former descriptions of the white characters 
suggest, whites are not simply evil, morally defunct adversaries whose 
images are undermined in order to encourage in blacks the necessary 
psychic dissociation from them. In Jones' Madheart and Jello and in 
Gordon's The Breakout where whites are also "fags," the image seems 
to be informed by an observation made in one of Jones' essays when 
Jones refers to the inherent weakness of the white man: 
Can you, for a second, imagine the average middle - 
class white man able to do somebody harm? Alone? 
Without the technology that at this moment still has 
him rule the world? "4 
Since in his essay on the revolutionary theater Jones accorded the 
"Spirit" the most powerful force in the universe, the "faggot image," 
then, substitutes for an image of the omnipotent white which probably 
lurks in the minds of many blacks. The new image is one of an impo¬ 
tence capable of being subdued. 
This one-dimensionality in the morality play sense is psycho¬ 
logically important in black revolutionary plays. As a built-in enhancer 
of the persuasion which is fundamental to Black Revolutionary Drama, 
it simply facilitates immediate, unequivocal audience approval of or 
rejection of the ethical position assumed or represented by a given 
character. In this sense, then, one-dimensional characterization and 
4jones, "American Sexual Reference: Black Male, " Home, 
op. cit. , pp. 217-18. 
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ethics are often interdependent; repulsion by or identification with a 
character invites a comparable response to his ethics. Caldwell 
has implied the mechanics of this principle in his designation of the 
characters who appear in Family Portrait, (or My Son the Black 
Nationalist): 




FARTHEST FROM THE TRUTH 
NOWHERE NEAR THE TRUTH 
SUNSHINE ON THE TRUTH 
The father and mother in this play are the assimilators; the son, of course, 
is the young nationalist. 
This is not to suggest, however, that acceptance of a given 
ethieal position is provided only through biased characterization. It must 
be remembered that the force of the character's speeches is also geared 
to appeal to the intellect. In one play, Gordon's Out of Site, characteri¬ 
zation is even misleading. The pseudo-revolutionaries presently 
occupying the site seem revolutionary enough at the outset. But a later 
reversal in audience identification occurs after the two articles are read 
and after a remark made by the "true" revolutionary leads the audience 
to associate this group with the reactionary group described in the first 
article. 
Each of the three salient features of the black revolutionary plays 
discussed so far in this chapter--their moralistic tone, their use of one- 
dimensional, frequently allegorical characters, and their careful 
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manipulation of audience identification--assists the playwright in 
fulfilling an essential mandate of black revolutionary art, that the work 
must be "committing." Premised on the persuasive power of art, 
the assumption is that the playwright can expose the nature of blacks' 
oppressed status in America so accurately, castigate reactionary 
tendencies within the black community so effectively, and provide 
directive images so convincingly, that blacks will adopt psychological 
positions which will expedite their liberation. What contributes to the 
fulfillment of this characteristic in the plays discussed in Chapters II 
and III (except Jones' Dutchman and possibly The Slave) is the perception 
of the playwright's unambiguous position, a position which, in isolation, is 
classifiable as "committing" by black revolutionary artists. 
A comparison of three new plays which develop the same 
general motif will illustrate both the pervading tendency and two in- 
5 
teresting "exceptions." Ed Bullins' A Short Play for a Small Theater 
has a ritual format which provides a visual representation of an incite¬ 
ment, "the destruction of the white thing," which appears in several 
black revolutionary plays. Though the principle is also operative in 
Leroi Jones' Experimental Death Unit #1, one aspect of the "plot" of 
^Ed Bullins, "A Short Play for a Small Theater," Black World, 
XX (April, 1971), 39. 
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the play is particularly reminiscent of Jones' Madheart where a young 
black man ritualistic ally murders the white Devil Lady by driving a 
stake through her heart. 
Bullins' specific directions for performance indicate that the 
entire "little theater" space should be painted black--stage, walls, 
ceilings, seats, etc. --with no posters, slogans, or liberation flags 
decorating the theater. The theater itself should hold no more than 
ninety people, two-thirds of whom must be black, with the audience 
seated in a three-sided arrangement and with the last row in each 
section close enough for a tall actor to reach over and touch the occu¬ 
pant. There is no dialogue. For the action of the play, a young black 
man first applies his warrior paint ceremoniously, puts on black 
leather gloves, picks up a large hand-gun, and 
deliberately goes to each white person in the audience 
and shoots him in the face. If there is need he should 
unhurriedly reload as many times as necessary and 
complete his assignment. 
The ethical position of the play is clear. Although there is 
nothing extraneous to the action either verbal or physical (slogans, 
posters, liberation flags, etc.) which would "explain" or "justify" the 
young man's actions, there is, in the midst of this intimate (unified?) 
and total blackness, whiteness which is destroyed. The /young man has 
undoubtedly decided what must be done, and he does it, without equivo¬ 
cation. 
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This issue of what to do about "enemies of the people" is 
repeated in Bullins' Death List but an unequivocal response is not en¬ 
couraged. Thematically, the "enemie s" of this play, instead of being 
the "white thing" of some black revolutionary plays, are the types met 
in Garrett's And We Own the Night (the black mother), Stokes' The 
Uncle Toms (a group of black youngsters), and Milner's The Monster 
(a black dean). As the title of the Stokes' play suggests, they are the 
"Uncle Toms" who appear in play after play. 
The youngsters in The Uncle Toms are re-oriented; the black 
dean and the black mother was killed. Though one can argue that the 
murder of the dean and the murder of the black mother by her own son 
are symbolic acts, dramatic renunciations of the slave mentality that 
each represents, Death List develops this motif on a more literal level, 
at least in terms of the central issue and the proposed solution(s). 
Prior to the actual action of the play, a black man in his early 
thirties had been assigned the task of assassinating approximately sixty 
blacks "marked for extermination as reactionary black elements" by the 
"Central Revolutionary Committee" for signing their names to an open 
letter calling for increased United States aid to Israel. When the play 
opens, the young black man is methodically cleaning his high-powered 
rifle preparatory to carrying out his assignment, an act which he con¬ 
tinues during the play. His wife, though insistent about her belief in 
revolution, makes some thought-provoking observations and raises 
6Ed Bullins, "Death List", Black Theater, No. 5 (n.d.), 38- 
43. 
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some very pertinent questions about this planned move. 
The wife reminds him, for instance, that the so-called 
"enemies" are of a different, more idealistic generation but that they are 
still black. Instead of killing them, she wonders if they could not reach 
out to help them (cf. Stokes' The Uncle Toms) or simply ignore them. 
"Must we murder them?" she asks. And continuing: 
When did you lose hope? When did murder and suicide 
become your ideology? . . . Can't you turn your head 
away from the West for a second and gaze into the 
rising sun of the future? Put down the ways of the 
white man .... It's a new world that we Black Revo¬ 
lutionaries of the mind and spirit are creating brother. 
... Do you think this will shut them up? . . . Who 
entitled you to designate enemies of black people? Are not 
you the true enemy? the white created demon? 
Questions are raised and observations made throughout the play, 
but the young man never refutes her position or tries to justify his own. 
His own father's name is on the list as well as the names of several 
people he once admired. And though he admits he regrets having to kill 
some of these people, he is still resolute and quite absorbed in his 
preparations throughout the play. This aspect of the play, the wife's firm 
belief in her position and the young man's firm (though unstated) belief 
in his own, seems to encourage the audience to decide for themselves which 
position is "correct". Even the ending is problematical. The play ends 
with a single shot and a voice offstage crying "No. . .no. . . It can't be. . . It 
can't be." But there is no indication as to whether or not this "revolutionary" 
is indeed and enemy who must be eradicated himself or whether hehas sim¬ 
ply begun his assignment. 
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This over-all strategy differs, of course, from that in Mad- 
heart, Experimental Death Unit #1, The Monster, And We Own the 
Night and The Uncle Toms, In each of these and in all of the plays 
discussed in Chapter III as suppliers of directive images, the exhorta¬ 
tion, whether spiritual or literal, is shown to be the directive for the 
audience. Even in The Uncle Toms where an alternative is suggested, 
that the young "Toms" be killed or beaten, the argument of those who 
support this position is shown to be a rather specious one. The de¬ 
cision to "teach" the youngsters, to show them the error of their ways, 
is the most reasonable conclusion that can be drawn on the basis of 
the rhetoric of the arguments alone. 
This lack of a carefully manipulated, unequivocal response 
as evidenced in Death List finds memorable expression in We, Righteous 
7 
Bombers, a three-hour play anthologized as being authored by Kingsley 
Bass, Jr. but attributed to Ed Bullins by some of his (Bullins1) co- 
g 
playwrights. This play, "a smash hit at the popular New Lafayette 
q 
Theatre in the heart of the Harlem community" was so non-committing 
^Bullins, ed. , New Plays, op. cit. , pp. 21-96. 
®Larry Neal, "Toward a Relevant Black Theater," Black Theater, 
No. 4 (April, 1970), 14. 
^Peter Bailey, "The Black Theater," Ebony, XXIV, x (August, 
1969), 134. 
l^Neal, "Toward a Relevant Black Theater," op. cit. , p. 14. 
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that it occasioned a symposium (May 11, 1969) composed of several 
key theoreticians and playwrights in the movement: Leroi Jones 
(Imamu Ameer Baraka), Askia Muhammad Toure, Marvin X, Ernie 
Mkalimoto, Bob Macbeth, and Larry Neal. Undoubtedly, this sym¬ 
posium was a significant event for the entire community, for according 
to a comment made during the discussion over "two hundred black people 
were present. " 
We Righteous Bombers is difficult to summarize, but an attempt 
will be made to isolate several key aspects of the play. Like Experi- 
mental Death Unit #1, The Slave, and All White Caste, it is first a foward 
looking play set during the late twentieth century in a time of social and 
political chaos.. In the context of the play, the black/white turmoil of the 
mid-sixties contained the seeds of the "black revolution. " In one scene 
several characters summarize the historical perspective for the play. 
As the intensity of the revolution picked up, it is related, first artists 
were silenced and black leaders "systematically tracked down. . . and 
exterminated" as "preventive" measures. In the following years: 
. . . walls of electrified barbed wire were put up 
around every Black community in Ame rica. . . . 
Blacks were physically separated from whites by 
walls and fences. American apartheid became 
official government policy soon after the burning of 
Washington and the razing of the White House. . . 
*®Neal, "Toward a Relevant Black Theater, " op. cit. , p. 14. 
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Black purges were instituted and the Black concen¬ 
tration camps were activated immediately after the 
assassination attempt upon the President. And 
after each and every black community came under 
federal military law Blackmen were placed over 
each community to govern it by whiteman's law. . . 
Negroes who are called perfects. . . . 
When the play opens, Murray Jackson, a member of a black 
revolutionary bomber group sworn to liberate black people "by any 
means necessary," is on death row for killing Harlem's prefect. The 
prefect, of course is a familiar type, here the Grant Prefect or "Super 
Tom. " Murray had been assigned to kill this prefect once before but 
failed to carry out his assignment because the prefect's children were 
riding with him in the car that day. It is the second, successful try for 
which he is held. 
In Act II, Murray defends the morality of the final act and, in 
a flashback scene with his co-bombers, his earlier failure to destroy 
the children. But what is interesting here is the structure of the scenes. 
For each "defense" there is a counter-argument which is just as cogent. 
For instance, in a scene with Smith, the chief security officer of the 
prison (he is also black), Jackson insists that, unlike Smith's contention, 
he has not committed "murder" and has nothing to be ashamed of or to 
atone for; but Smith's position is well worth considering, too: 
JACKSON: I am a prisoner of war, not an accused 
person. 
SMITH: Put it that way if you prefer. Still there's 
been damage done, you must admit. Let's leave 
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politics out of it and look on the human side. 
A man has been killed--and killed in a parti¬ 
cularly horrible way. 
JACKSON: I threw the bombs at your tyranny, not at 
a man. 
SMITH: Perhaps, but a man got in the way. It was a 
living human being that your bomb blew to bits. 
And being the Blackman's policeman Tm concerned 
about crimes perpetrated against Blacks by Blacks. 
JACKSON: And what of crimes of whitemen against your 
Black brothers ? 
SMITH: Let's not change the subject just now please. 
It wasn't a pretty sight. . . . 
JACKSON: I carried out a verdict. . . . 
SMITH: Very well. All I want to say is that if you 
persist in talking about a 'verdict' and asserting 
that it was the organization alone that tried and 
executed the victim--that, in short, the Grant 
Prefect was killed not by a bomb but by an idea-- 
well in that case you don't need a pardon. Say, 
suppose we get down to brass tacks; suppose we 
say that it was you, Murray Jackson, who blew 
the Grand Prefect's head to bits--that puts a 
rather different complexion nn the matter. . . . 
I'm not interested in ideas, I'm interested in 
human beings. 
This strategy is used again in another scene when Murray is 
visited by the Grand Prefect's wife. When Murray, in justifying his 
act, denounces the "Tom" for being historically the "slavemaster's" 
pawn, Madame Prefect counters with "But it kept them alive, son. . . 
alive so that you could be here. . . the dream that is you could be here. " 
But the most important counterpoint scene in the play is the one in which 
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Jackson and his co-bombers argue over whether or not Murray's 
decision not to kill the Prefect's children was the correct one. This 
argument is a pivotal scene in the play, for the conclusions drawn 
here could erase whatever doubts the audience may have about the 
morality of Jackson's act as it was discussed in a preceding scene. 
But again the playwright takes no sides: 
JACKSON: . . . No, I just couldn't bring myself to 
destroy black children. . . . 
HARRISON: I wonder if you folks understand what 
this means? Two hard months gone. Ahmed 
busted for no purpose. Chaka hanged for what? 
And we have to start all over again do we ? 
CLEVELAND: You know he'll be goin' to the theatre 
in two more days. 
HARRISON: Two days in which we might get caught 
at any moment. . . . 
BONNIE: . . . Open your eyes brother to the picture 
of black babies blown apart by our righteous 
bombs. 
HARRISON: Sorry, but I don't have your tender heart. 
. . . Not until the day comes when we stop 
sentimentalizing about children will the revolution 
triumph. Yeah they're Black kinds, but they are 
on the other side. On the side of the whiteman, 
BONNIE: Children have no side, fool! . . . Even in 
destructiontiere's a right way and a wrong way. 
HARRISON: There are no limits. The truth is that 
you don't believe in the revolution, any of you. 
If you did believe in it sincerely with all your 
hearts; if you felt sure that, by dint of our 
struggles and sacrifices, some day we shall build 
up a new Black nation, torn from the body of the 
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whiteman that has consumed so much of our blood, 
a land of freedom, justice and self-determination 
that will spread out over the earth. . . . could the 
deaths of two children be weighed in the balance 
against such a faith? 
JACKSON: Well, you must feel very sure that day is 
coming if you repudiate everything that makes life 
worth living today, on its account. . . . But I shall 
not strike my brothers in the face for the sake of 
some far-off city, which, for all I know may not 
exist. I refuse to add to the living injustice of the 
white-man. . . that he has spread all around me, 
in the hearts of some so-called Black Revolutionaries, 
just for the sake of a dead justice. . . . Killing 
children is a crime against a man's honor. And if one 
day the Black Revolution thinks to break with honor, 
well I'm through with the Black Revolution. Remember 
what brother Jones said: We are preaching a new virtue 
. . . ethics and aesthetics are one.' Yes, brothers, 
a new virtue ... a new ethic ... a new Black mo¬ 
rality, understand? 
The playwright's refusal to "take sides" in this scene takes 
on greater significance when it is noted that one character's comments, 
Harrison's^ proceed from a revolutionary nationalist orientation and 
Murray's and Bonnie's from a cultural nationalist framework (note the 
reference to Jones). Like the characters in the play, both groups 
favor the liberation of the black man, but the means to this end differ. 
A stated Black Panther objective, for instance, is "the liberation of 
black people and other oppressed persons by any means necessary."'*''*' 
Cultural nationalists, on the other hand, recognize the necessity of 
**Huey P, Newton, "The Black Panthers, " Ebony, XXIV, x 
(August, 1969), 111. 
82 
new values for insuring a black liberation movement which is successful 
not only in terms of the ultimate securing of self-determination for the 
black man but also in providing a morality which will make this libera¬ 
tion more than an exchange of white oppressors for black oppressors. 
Jones has written that revolutionary nationalists like the Black Panthers 
think that when they say 
'Pick Up the Gun that the devil will wither up and die, 
or just by picking up the literal gun, without training, 
using the same sick value system of the degenerate 
slavemaster, the same dope, the same liquor, the 
same dying hippy mentality, that they will liberate 
all the slave peoples of the world. No. 
And Larry Neal, another cultural nationalist spokesman has observed: 
If we do not have a value system that is, in reality more 
moral than the oppressor's, then we cannot hope to 
change society. We will end up taking each other off 
and in our confusion and ignorance, calling the murders 
of each other revolutionary. *3 
The playwright, of course, uses the rhetoric of both positions 
and presents them "objectively." Therefore, the audience is forced 
to make up its own mind or at least to confront the ambiguity of its 
feelings. The implications of this strategy in terms of black revolu¬ 
tionary dramatic theory will not be examined here but in the conclusion. 
12 Pickney, "Contemporary Black Nationalism, " op. ext. , p. 
256. 
•^Larry Neal, "Any Day Now: Black Art and Black Libera¬ 
tion, " Ebony, XXIV, x (August, 1969), 57. 
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We Righteous Bombers is different in yet another sense 
from the overwhelming majority of the plays surveyed in this thesis. 
Ed Bullins, in describing "street plays" which he calls "Black Revo¬ 
lutionary Agit-Prop," describes a "skit, morality, or political farce 
14 or black 'commercial' that subliminally broadcasts blackness." 
Though he refers specifically to plays "written expressly to be presented 
upon the urban streets or adapted to that purpose, " his comparison of 
the black revolutionary play to a black "commercial" is applicable 
to many plays discussed in this thesis. Consider, for instance, the 
appeal of the many young nationalist as opposed to that of the "Toms" 
and assimilators who have already been treated and the pro-black 
direction they (the nationalists) provide. 
This characteristic is missing, though, in We Righteous 
Bombers. Unlike the characters in Garrett's And We Own the Night 
who are brave, resolute and firmly convinced of the righteousness of 
their struggle, one "revolutionary" in this play is cowardly (Kenneth 
Burk) and prefers to work on a committee where he doesn't have to 
be faced with the "blood and flesh. " Another, Bonnie, frequently arti¬ 
culates her "death wish" when indicating her desire to just escape 
all the physical and psychological hardship they all must endure. 
Unlike the girls in Salimu's Growing into Blackness who vow to dedicate 
^"%Cd Bullins, "A Short Statement on Street Theatre," The 
Drama Review, op. cit. , p, 93. 
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their lives to black people, in one scene Bonnie even tries to convince 
Murray to forget his ''mission1' and the revolution so that they can think 
only about themselves for once. In yet another scene, she even 
questions the basic purpose of their group, suggesting that since their 
orders came from a committee, it is quite possible for whites to be 
directing them in oi'der to make blacks destroy themselves. Again, 
the blacks in And We Own the Night are too busy to become emotional 
when one member dies but consider death a natural consequence of 
their actions. Sissie in We Righteous Bombers, by contrast, in a burst 
of emotionalism "wails" throughout the scene when Murray's scheduled 
hanging is televized. 
Essentially, then, the "revolutionaries" in We Righteous 
Bombers are not idealized as they are other black revolutionary plays 
surveyed in this thesis. The implications of this characteristic will 
also be discussed in the conclusion. 
CHAPTER V 
CONCLUSIONS 
In The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual, Harold Cruse assigned 
a crucial function to the intellectuals and creative artists of society: 
In advanced societies it is not the race politicans 
or the "rights" leaders who create the new ideas and 
the new images of life and man. That role belongs 
to the artists and the intellectuals of each generation. 
Let the race politicians, if they will, create political, 
economic or organizational forms of leadership; but 
it is the artists and the creative minds who will, and 
must, furnish the all important content. * 
It is leadership of this type, leadership on the cultural front, that the 
black revolutionary playwright considers his province. 
As early as 1962, Leroi Jones (Imamu Ameer Baraka) insisted: 
The black man has been separated and made to live in 
his own country of color. . . . we must act now, in 
what I see as an extreme 'nationalism, ' i.e. , in the 
best interest of our country, the name of which the 
rest of America has pounded into our heads for four 
hundred years, Black. ^ 
Similarly, the plays surveyed in this thesis begin with the premise that 
*Cruse, "Cultural Leadership and Cultural Democracy," 
Crisis, op. cit. , p. 96. 
^Jones, "Black Is a Country, " Home, op. cit. , p. 85. 
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there is a black audience which must see itself and the world in terms 
of its own interests. To facilitate optimal internalization of this orien¬ 
tation, black revolutionary dramatists in the main realize that in addition 
to re-orienting intellectuals and the middle classes, they must also 
reach the "masses" of black people. This accounts, perhaps, for the 
association of nearly all of the playwrights treated in this thesis with 
specific theaters functioning within the heart of the black community. 
According to the notes accompanying the various sources from which 
the plays were taken, Ben Caldwell, for instance, has been performed 
at Newark's Spirit House and at the West Coast Black Arts Alliance 
although he is primarily associated with theaters in Harlem. Leroi Jones, 
who is the guiding force of Newark's Spirit House, has been performed 
at similar institutions throughout the country. Marvin X has been asso¬ 
ciated with the Black Arts Alliance; Charles Gordon with the Black 
Theater Workshop in Harlem. And Ed Bullins, of course, is co-founder 
of Black Arts West in San Francisco's Fillmore District where And We 
Own the Night was first performed. 
Through the use of the dramatic form, the black revolutionary 
playwright seeks to inspire in black people not only a value for their 
blackness but for national liberation--to equip black people with under¬ 
standings which will facilitate their spiritual, cultural, and political 
liberation. Conceiving of himself as a developer/sustainer of black 
national consciousness, the playwright, as a cultural and spiritual 
leader, is (theoretically) "the raised consciousness of a people," 
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his art the "National Spirit. . . the Nationalist's vision given more 
3 
form and feeling. " Leroi Jones has further explained the role of the 
black revolutionary playwright: 
For us, because our major struggle is to establish an 
identity as a separate people from Americans, we 
cannot talk of revolution or nation unless a national 
consciousness is created--our play should [sic] focus 
on the present, what is, and what revolutionary changes 
we must value to consolidate such an identity and con¬ 
sciousness. 
The means by which the playwright seeks to fulfill this function 
has been the subject of three preceding chapters (II, III, IV). In the 
plays surveyed, thematically the treatment of the "Uncle Tom" theme 
is recurrent. Motivated essentially by an attempt to change the "re¬ 
actionary" images with which black people identify, this figure is 
castigated repeatedly (i.e. , Jones' Great Goodness of Life, Police, 
Madheart, The Death of Malcolm X, and Experimental Death Unit #1; 
Stokes' The Uncle Toms and The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice; 
Caldwell's Family Portrait (or My Son the Black Nationalist), Prayer 
Meeting or The First Militant Minister, and All White Caste; Milner's 
The Monster; Garrett's And We Own the Night; Gordon's The Breakout). 
3 
Ameer Baraka (Leroi Jones), "Black Nationalism vs. Pimp 
Art, » Rhythm, I, i(1970), 10-11. 
4Imamu Amiri Baraka (Leroi Jones), "On Dramatizing Posi¬ 
tive Values: Black 'Revolutionary' Poets Should Also Be Playwrights, 
Black World, XXI, vi, (April, 1972), 6. 
88 
That this character is usually older and a member of the black middle 
class is significant both symbolically and historically. On the one 
hand, it is a break with the adaptive, assimilationist psychology of 
the past that the black nationalist desires. On the other hand, the de¬ 
piction reflects the conviction that this class is strategically important 
with regard to liberational efforts by blacks. Both Leroi Jones and 
Harold Cruse have made comments to this effect. In "'Black' Is a 
Country, " Jones wrote, "If you are black the only roads into the main¬ 
land of American life are through subservience, cowardice, and loss 
5 
of manhood." Continuing with comments on the black man's struggle 
for independence from the political, economic, social, spiritual, and 
psychological domination of the white man he wrote: 
This struggle has first got to aim itself at those black 
men who have already taken those three roads to 'suc¬ 
cess.' The 'rubber stemps' of our exploitation. . . . 
The best interests of the black man un America cannot 
be furthered by puppets and messengers. 
Harold Cruse, similarly, has discussed the default of this class at 
length: 
What lurks behind the disabilities and inhibitions of 
the Negro creative intellectuals is the handicap of 
the black bourgeoisie. Unless this class is brought 
into the cultural situation and forced to carry out 
its responsibilities on a community, organizational 
5Jones, "'Black Is a Country," op. cit. , p. 85. 
^Ibid., p. 86. 
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and financial level, the cultural side of the black 
revolution will be retarded. . . . The problem 
of cultural leadership, then, is not only a problem 
of faulty orientation of the Negro creative intellectuals; 
it is also a problem of the reeducation of the black 
bourgeoisie. ^ 
In one sense, then, the preoccupation with castigating "Toms," 
particularly middle-class "Toms," has a two-fold significance. Not 
only is there an attempt to "reeducate" the black bourgeoisie but more 
significantly, an exhortation to those in the lower strata who either 
consciously or subconsciously identify with this class to redirect their 
energy from assimilationism (cultural negation) to black nationalism. 
Contrasting with the depiction of the reactionary "Uncle Tom" 
is the frequent portrayal of another character possessed by "revolu¬ 
tionary" values. This character, instead of being motivated by individual 
or private interests, is more concerned with the collective destiny of 
the black race. He is the black nationalist who appears in numerous 
plays. Among them are Milner's The Monster; Stokes' The Uncle Toms 
and The Man Who Trusted the Devil Twice; Caldwell's Family Portrait 
and The Job; Garrett's And We Own the Night; Jones' Madheart, Experi¬ 
mental Death Unit #1, Junkies Are Full of (Shhh. . .), Jello and Great 
Goodness of Life; Gordon's The Breakout; Salimu's Growing into Black¬ 
ness; and Marvin X's The Blackbird. The black nationalists in these 
plays are relatively young, corresponding, perhaps, to the newly 
^Cruse, "Cultural Leadership, " Crisis, op. cit. , p. 111. 
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flowering cultural nationalist spirit among many blacks, particularly 
(but not exclusively) the young. In two of these plays, And We Own 
the Night and The Monster, the break with the past is ritualistically 
enacted by the young nationalist's physically murdering the older 
"Tom." In several others, the tension between the young nationalist 
and the older generation is sharply underscored (i.e. , The Man Who 
Trusted the Devil Twice, Family Portrait, and Growing into Blackness). 
In addition to those plays which use historical material (i.e. , 
Caldwell's The King of Soul or The Devil and Otis Redding and his 
Mission Accomplished and Jones' The Death of Malcolm X) or which 
treat topical issues like birth control (Caldwell's Top Secret or A Few 
Million after B. C.), drugs (Jnnes' Junkies Are Full of (Shhh. ..), or even 
black community defense (Wesley's Knock, Knock7 -Who Pat?; Bullins' 
State Office Building Curse, Gordon's The Breakout; Caldwell's 
The Job and All White Caste; Stokes' The Uncle Toms and The Man Who 
Trusted the Devil Twice; Bullins' A Short Play for a Small Theater; 
and Milner's M (Ego) and the Green Ball of Freedom and The Monster. 
Jones had indicated in his early essay on the revolutionary theater that 
this theater should "take dreams and give them a reality, " that it 
g 
should show the spirit to be "the most competent force in the world. " 
®Jones, "Rev. Theatre, " Home, op. cit. , p. 211; 214. 
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The significance of this aspect of the content of black revolutionary- 
plays has been explained quite aptly by one critic: 
No criticism can minimize the emotional effect of such 
scenes upon young black people who thrill to the fact 
that for the first time in their lives they are seeing 
strong black men who are triumphing over the white. . . . 
What they are perceiving is that a race stereotyped as 
cowardly has finally chosen to fight, and is winning. . . . 
If the new black plays are not bullets for a revolution, 
they are at least the sinew-strengthening soul food for 
revolutionaries. ^ 
That the effect upon the young is mentioned should not suggest that this 
effect is restricted to this group. The effect would, perhaps, extend 
to all age groups who are decidedly pro-nationalist (black) in their 
thinking. It is probably true, however, that the majority of this group 
are relatively young just as the current movement is itself young. 
As was indicated in Chapter IV, the didactic motive which 
informs Black Revolutionary Drama cannot be overemphasized. This 
accounts for the structural predominance of very short (five to twenty 
minutes) one-act plays whose one-dimensional characters correspond 
to types which are either beneficial or harmful to the liberational 
movement. The shortness of the plays, the one-dimensional characters, 
and the explicit didacticism which often characterizes many of the 
speeches encourage an unequivocal intellectual and emotional response 
to the explicit or implicit exhortation of the plays. But even more 
^Turner, ed. , Black Drama, op. cit. , p. 19. 
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important, the extensive utilization of this strategy (i. e. , the trans¬ 
parency) raises questions about the black revolutionary playwrightfe 
conception of his audience and his relationship to that audience. 
An examination of the conflicting viewpoints on the value 
of the play We Righteous Bombers to the black liberational movement 
will serve as an example. Indeed, according to Larry Neal's prefa- 
10 
tory remarks to the text of the symposium, behind the discussion 
lay "fundamental questions concerning the role and direction of the 
Black Arts Movement." Symposium participants included Leroi Jones 
(Imamu Ameer Baraka), Marvin X, Bob Macbeth, Askia Muhammad 
Toure, and Larry Neal. 
In general, three controversial characteristics of the play 
were the seemingly unbiased presentation of conflicting viewpoints 
on the same issue (which takes on greater significance when it is 
noted that the rhetoric is that actually used by some "revolutionaries," 
including some of the symposium participants), the absence of 
idealized black nationalists, and by virtue of the glimpse of the future 
to play provided, a general impression that if blacks' continued 
struggle against oppression does not result in the "Destruction of 
America," it will surely force the American power structure to 
resort to even harsher repressive measures in an effort to continue 
■*-®Neal, "Toward Black Theater and Reactions to Bombers," 
op. cit. , pp. 14-24. 
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keeping blacks in line. On the basis of these three characteristics, 
Toure decided that the play was a "prime example of a counter 
revolutionary kind of play that is a detriment to the developing psyche 
of the Black community." Jones wanted the play to be more positive. 
He felt that it should have been clear in what it believed, that there 
should have been "one clear idea that rings true and cannot be refuted 
. . . as simple as a commercial." Likewise, Mkalimoto also felt 
that the play should have provided direction. For him, the symposium 
itself was an indication that the play did not achieve this end "because 
it should have been understood by people without even having to go 
into whole harangues about who said this and what it all meant." 
Both Larry Neal and Bob Macbeth differed with these three 
on these points. Macbeth did not feel that the play should have been 
understandable in the "cartoon sense." He reminded the participants 
that one need not necessarily understand a play "in the sense of who 
was this plus him who was equals this." He felt that it was intended 
that people come to the play, "sit down and go through the revolu¬ 
tionary changes that were laid out." Similarly, Neal felt that the 
play fulfilled one of the most important functions of art, that it "opened 
up our heads; made us think about something. " And in a comment 
probably directed to those whose rhetoric was used in the play but 
not forced on the audience, Neal also remakred that no one should 
come to a revolutionary play merely to have his ideas affirmed or to 
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be "patted on the back." He claimed that there could be no "revolu¬ 
tionary" drama which does not "upset people. " 
Larry Neal's and Bob Macbeth's comments are interesting 
for they support a strategy that is opposite to the prevailing structural 
tendency of the plays surveyed in this thesis. All of the plays, with 
the exception of two of the very earliest black revolutionary plays, Dutch¬ 
man and The Slave, and two later plays, Death List and, of course, We 
Righteous Bombers, are transparent enough to be understandable in the 
"cartoon sense." They are very much like the "commercial" that Jones 
wished We Righteous Bombers had been. Obviously, the propagandistic 
clarity of this play (Bombers) was obfuscated by the playwright's refusal 
to reveal a specific "revolutionary" position (i. e., bias) on key issues 
of the play. The lack of idealized "revolutionaries" and the general 
impression that effecting a black revolution within the context of America 
will be difficult (if not futile) did not help matters any either. 
Toure commented on what he felt to be an implication of the 
latter in terms of the audience for Black Revolutionary Drama: 
I'm wondering, what that does to the Black audience-- 
those of us who are not playwrights --those of us who 
are just people. What does that do to the spirit of 
the people to see the overlords of society projected 
as godlike. I think that this crushes our spirit." 
Neal, on the other hand, not agreeing with Toure on the "godlike" quality 
of Smith because he had "sold out" (to whites) and was "devoid of spirit" 
retaliated: 
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I don't think the play crushed any spirits, and if a 
people's spirit can be crushed by a play, we're 
really in very bad shape. And let us not put down 
the people in the street by saying that their spirits can 
be crushed, either. . . . Our people are not children. 
Their spirits will not be crushed by any play. The 
things they've seen haven't crushed them yet, and I 
don't think a play that attempts in any way to address 
reality will crush them. If anything, it should, in 
this context of a Black theatre. . . make them start 
thinking. 
It is clear that Neal's comments, in addition to raising ques¬ 
tions about the necessity for the dominant strategy employed in Black 
Revolutionary Drama, contradict a fundamental assumption of black 
revolutionary dramatic theory--that art can indeed develop and sustain 
black national consciousness. If the black revolutionary playwright 
can inspire black people, can he, conversely, "crush" their spirit? If, 
as Neal says, black people are not children anyway and cannot be 
"crushed" by any play, are they naive enough to be raised, inspired? 
When he suggested that behind the symposium lay "fundamental 
questions concerning the role and direction of the Black Arts Movement," 
what Neal undoubtedly perceived (and what the text of the symposium 
suggested) was that the whole issue of whether or not drama that is 
"revolutionary" should be "commercials for blackness" or "address 
reality"-- or either--or both--was at issue. So, too, was the extent 
to which art, including the drama, can facilitate a cultural revolution. 
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